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Figure 1: The European network created by the recordersô journeys in RECcORD 
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1. Introduction: Why explore participation in cultural centres?  

Rethinking Cultural Centres in a European Dimension (RECcORD) is a research and action 

project about citizen participation in European cultural centres. It is motivated by a double 

challenge. The first challenge is to explore ï and also create ï alternatives to the declining 

engagement in democratic and societal institutions across Europe. In the wake of the political 

and economical crisis of the early 21st century, many traditional institutions seem to be losing 

legitimacy. Partly as a reaction to this, new participatory repertoires are evolving. Public 

institutions attempt to engage citizens and turn users and audiences into active ñparticipantsò. 

Simultaneously, we witness a bottom up response where citizens demand to be involved and 

expect that their contributions make a visible difference. This expectation is present in do-it-

yourself initiatives, in civil attempts to solve current societal challenges, as well as in new 

demands to more traditional institutions. But we still lack a thorough understanding of how and 

why citizens participate, and how civic participation can revitalise the democratic engagement in 

societal life. This challenge is at the core of RECcORD.  

The second challenge and motivation for RECcORD is the lack of knowledge about 

cultural centres in Europe. Even though Europe has thousands of cultural centres (3000 of 

which are represented by the European Network of Cultural Centres, ENCC) that have many 

millions yearly visitors and actively involved citizens, the understanding of the ways in which 

they engage citizens and the impact of the activities on society is limited. The lack of research 

on the societal impact of the cultural centres can partly be explained by the diversity and 

variations of the European cultural centres. Cultural centres are institutions that exist in multiple 

forms and without a consensual name. In various countries and languages, they also appear 

under names that can be translated into houses of culture, centres for socio-culture, citizen 

houses, activity centres etc. 

The cultural centres have historically combined a variety of aims. These include 

promoting active citizenship through cultural and artistic activities, revitalising abandoned 

industrial buildings and developing neglected urban areas, enhancing creativity, community, 

networks, entrepreneurship and innovation. A cultural centre, in general, is thus a particular 

cultural institution that often combines art and creative activities (with spaces and technical 

facilities for exhibitions, rehearsal, performances, workshops) with a focus on diversity (a variety 

of activities, users and user groups), civic engagement, involvement of volunteers and openness 

to bottom-up initiatives. The centres are normally closely tied to the local neighbourhood, they 

often run on a rather low budget (with a mix of public and sometimes private funding and 
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tickets/fees), they offer open and flexible spaces and combine professional and amateur as well 

as cultural and social activities.  

 

 

Figure 2, 3 and 4: Cultural centres exist in multiple forms across Europe. 

 

The characteristics above entail that the cultural centres can be difficult to compare ï but also 

that they have a specific role in the cultural landscape. They are or have the potential of 

becoming important arenas for everyday cultural, social and democratic citizen participation. 

Despite variations in organization, size, economy and facilities, cultural centres share the aim of 

involving citizens as participants in (voluntary) socio-cultural activities. This aim is at the very 

heart of the centres and it makes it particularly interesting to enhance the knowledge about the 

centres and not least how they manage to engage citizens.  

The European Network of Cultural Centres (ENCC) emphasises the importance of 

participation in cultural centres (see figure 5) and defines its core values as:  

 

ñcultural equality, interculturalism, democratisation and active citizenship through 

participation in cultural and artistic activities. The outcome of active participation in arts 

and culture on an individual level is personal development as well as development in 

societyò (https://encc.eu/about).  

 

This aim, creating socio-political impact through cultural and artistic participation, is ambitious, 

and in order to explore how it plays out in the cultural centres we need a thorough 

understanding of participatory forms, processes, and modalities. In RECcORD we meet this 

challenge by investigating cultural centres as arenas for civic engagement and participation, but 

also by experimenting with participation as an important part of the research process itself. 

Participation is the object that we study when we research the participatory activities, the 

understandings of participation, and the potentials and challenges of/to participation in cultural 

centres across Europe. But participation is also an important part of our method.  

 

https://encc.eu/about)
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Figure 5: The European Network of Cultural Centres (ENCC) stresses participation on its webpage 

https://encc.eu/  

 

 

2. Project partners 

RECcORD is funded and developed as a collaboration between Aarhus European Capital of 

Culture 2017, European Network of Cultural Centres/ENCC (Creative Europe), the Danish 

Association of Cultural Centres (Kulturhusene i Danmark/KHiD), Aarhus University, and The 

Cultural Production Centre Godsbanen (GB).  
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Figure 6: Godsbanen hosted two of RECcORDôs event. The participants found the place inspiring, and 

many of them shared impressions on Facebook. A participant said, ñthis is how I would like to develop my 

cultural centreò. 

 

3. The participatory method of Reccord 

RECcORD was carried out via a ñresearch through exchangeò model and an experimental 

collaboration between researchers from Aarhus University, 38 cultural centres across Europe 

and two cultural centre organizations (ENCC, KHiD). In the project 20 fieldworkers (also referred 

to as ñrecordersò), already employed at cultural centres across Europe, produced empirical 

material about their own cultural centres, but, more importantly, also individually carried out 

fieldwork trip of 10 days at 18  other cultural centres spread across Europe (referred to as 

ñhostsò).  
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Figure 7, 8 and 9: Recorders and hosts and the countries/regions involved 
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Before the field trip, the 20 recorders visited Aarhus in June 2016 for a ñfive methods seminarò in 

order to be introduced to the methods of interviewing, observation, document analysis, 

participatory mapping and autoethnography, which were then deployed to study the participatory 

practices of the host centres. During the exchange five types of qualitative data about 20 very 

diverse cultural centres were created: from Warsaw in Poland to Murcia in Spain, from a tiny 

centre in the island of Chios in Greece with 200 visitors a month and no employees to UFA in 

Berlin, Germany, with 20.000 monthly visitors and several hundred employees.1  

 

Data form Data task 

Produced data ¶ 4 interviews on citizen participation at the centre with one centre 
manager, one volunteer/staff and two users. Transcribe the passages 
of the interviews that you find most interesting 

¶ Observations (incl. visual documentation) of participatory activities at 3 
spots/events at the centre 

Found data ¶ 10 documents about the centre (from calendars to mission papers). 
Find help to translate and write a short description of the chosen 
documents. 

                                                      
1
 Two individual/centres were, for practical reasons, both recorders and hosts: therefore, the 

total sum of 38 centres. 
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Creative data ¶ 1 participatory map of centre and its stakeholders (done together with 
a staff member) 

¶ 3-5 subjective autoethnographic texts of the recordersô bodily 
experience of wanting/not-wanting to participate at the centre 
(uploaded onto the Facebook group during the fieldwork period) 

Figure 10: Data forms and tasks  

 

The purpose of the five methodologies was to create a diverse set of data that could provide an 

overall impression of the participatory profile of the centres (cf. through the documents) and their 

local network (cf. the maps), but also of the ways in which their users and staff members 

practice and understand participation (cf. interviews and observations). The goal was also to 

have a broad range of methodologies in order to capture the sensory aspects of participation 

that might otherwise be overlooked (e.g. through autoethnography).  

 

  

Figure 11 and 12: At the five methods seminar in Aarhus, Denmark, June 2016, the recorders participated 

in the development of the research design, got hands on experiences with the five methods and 

developed networks and friendships while for instance interviewing or making structured observations at 

Godsbanen  

 

By inviting the recorders to become co-researchers, a vast ï and quite heterogeneous ï amount 

of data was produced (e.g. 68 transcribed interviews, more than 50 field notes/observations, 

392 pages of documents, 26 mappings and more than 1000 photos ï to mention just some of 

the material). The researchers at Aarhus University analysed this material with a particular focus 

on the types of centres and the different forms and effects of participation presented in the 

material (see below) and later discussed the results with the recorders in a Facebook-group and 

at a final conference.  
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Figure 13 and 14: At the final conference in Aarhus, May 2017, the researchers and the recorders 

presented the project and the results. In different workshops the recorders facilitated discussions of the 

typology and the cultural centres role in developing stronger platforms for participation    

 

The heterogeneity of the material would often be approached as a problem within traditional 

research practices, but focusing more on its content ï and less on the very diverse ways of 

using the methods ï the material is rich and gives a multidimensional impression of the various 

cultural centres, which were visited.  

 

 

Figure 15: After the conference many recorders shared their pictures in the Facebook group. Here one 

recorder shares a picture from the ñDrum club eventò and writes ñparticipation has so many faces ï hope 

we meet again soonò.  

 


