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Introduction

EUNIC’s Creative Cities

Over the past six months SICA/Dutch Centre for International Cultural Activities and 
EUNIC Netherlands held ten lectures about European creative cities. These events 
revolved around the question: ‘What makes a city a creative city?’ The impetus for these 
series has been the European Year of Creativity and Innovation 2009, which builds on 
creativity and innovation to encourage European citizens to participate in a culturally 
varied, knowledge-based society.

It turned out to be an unusually exciting series. In recent years the ‘Creative City’ has 
developed into a phenomenon and aroused considerable interest in many European 
cities and regions. The cities of Linz, Wroclaw, Turin, Pécs, Marseille, Glasgow, Almere, 
Seville, Vilnius and Leipzig have been rigorously scrutinised under the direction of 
Neil Wallace. This inquiry proves that there are many reasons for tapping the potential 
of a creative city, ranging from an innovative approach to dealing with the decay that 
resulted from a flagging automotive industry (Turin) to stimulating the refurbishment of 
a city, which resembled a devastated landscape after German reunification (Leipzig). 

The ambitions of these cities were compared with the EUNIC Criteria for a Creative City 
that were developed for this series and which emphasise achieving a balance between 
spontaneous developments and systematic, planned activities. Achieving this balance 
is very challenging, especially if a city increases external pressures, for example, by 
promoting itself as a candidate for the title European Capital of Culture. 

With this series, EUNIC aims to provide insight in the enormous potential of European 
cultural collaboration. The cooperating institutes – SICA, Istituto Italiano di Cultura, 
Goethe Institut, Maison Descartes, and Instituto Cervantes – provided lodgings for the 
members from Austria, Poland, Italy, Hungary, Germany, the Netherlands, England, 
France, Lithuania and Spain.

There will certainly be a sequel to this series.

Arthur Sonnen	
SICA/EUNIC

Amsterdam, November 2009
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The Culture of Creativity as Social Learning

Stimulating the Cultural Cities Event by Inspiration from Regional Development

Paul H. Kersten

The methods used in regional development can provide inspiration to generate 

management tools for the cultural cities event. In general, creativity is seen as a 

reflection of cultural values, and an expression of identity. In the information society, 

creative groups that operate regionally, are seen to develop as new partners, creating 

new opportunities. On the other hand, cultural expressions presume creativity in order 

to express the meaning and alignment to the object of cultural expression.

Creativity increasingly draws attention to itself in recent scientific study. Psychology 

and cognitive sciences have a knowledge based tradition, but now also the fields of 

mathematics and neurobiology have contributed on how creativity affects intelligence, 

how it adds to mental health and to a resilient reconsideration of the ever shifting 

praxis of life. These new approaches aim to quantify creativity, but also, creativity is  

seen as a process that is enhancing new basic principles and new technologies. More 

and more authors concentrate on the social attitudes to creativity, being the start of 

renewal processes; revolutionary approaches to future demands. 

The focus on creative cities started of in the eighties by the work of several authors 

who have been studying city marketing and the roots of urban renewal processes. 

In 1996, the English town of Huddersfield, a former woollen mill town, has sought 

to transform itself through its Creative Town Initiative. As one of the first cities to 

implement a creative town strategy, the Creative Town Initiative has been of deciding 

importance for creativity as a formal ingredient in civil  government. In 1998, Manuel 

Castells wrote his influential The Informational City: Economic Restructuring and Urban 

Development (Castells, 1989), and is now widely respected for his contributions that 

have added to the understanding of social networking, highlighted in The Information 

Age: Economy, Society and Culture, (Castells, 1996). Elaborating on the theme, it has 

been Charles Landry who has subsequently written The Creative City (Landry, 2000), 

and The Intercultural City (Landry, 2007), followed by Richard Florida’s focus on the 

Rise of the Creative Class (Florida, 2002). In the latter work Florida elaborates on city 

planning and marketing, constantly emphasizing the cultural dimension. 
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Other recent studies deal with creativity and transitions, seen as systematic 

formats for innovation. Such systems of creativity and transitions are therefore best 

understood as independent – but interconnected – developments that spark change in 

the fields of economy, culture, technology, institutes and nature & environment. These 

developments are characterised by complexity, that is explained by pointing at culture 

as a common and binding aspect. 

It is creativity that epitomises that very aspect of society – not exclusively owned 

by an artist or performer, but seen as a formal and functional part of civil society. 

It is reflected in policy and government and as such, it has the potency to become 

an instrument of change. Recent studies underline the importance of the way a new 

generation appropriates and develops the multimedia world, thereby creating global 

relational networks that vigorously counter the indifferent and isolated world around 

us; a world that is slow and one-dimensional, a boring non-place. 

A new, knowledge-inspired city policy that incites new ways of working, and 

generates creative participation, facilitates spatial clustering of various production 

chains (creative villages). The integration of various chains into clusters, leads to 

a different mode of regional development. It is based on combining knowledge of 

primary agricultural production processes, energy systems, and new developments 

in other areas (such as biomass and separation technologies). Best practices become 

best processes and mentoring becomes learning. Entrepreneurs evolve into alliance 

members and communication turns into involvement. As a network of knowledge, of 

shared creative force, people will now use each other’s mental capacities to generate 

change, and give rise to new places to be and live in. These are the city’s cultural hot-

spots for growth.

Viewpoints on creativity can be distinguished on a more philosophical level:

Objective•	 , as (official acknowledged) cultural creativity

Subjective•	 , as individual performance

Intersubjective•	 , as ‘groupthink’ or community performance

Virtual•	 , as fantasy or virtual reality

Each of these viewpoints acknowledges adopters and persons operating inside the 

knowledge contours of these different areas. Creativity emerges when routines for 
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change migrate from one viewpoint area to another. Then, a redefinition of knowledge 

must take place, other opinions and practices should be met, and new insights will 

arise. In times of crisis, these routines are often enforced by trends and ‘Black Swan 

Events’ that Taleb mentions in his book The Black Swan (Taleb, 2008); unforeseen 

occurences that, looking at the course of events on hindsight, were inevitable. As the 

next generation thinks differently, and their adjustment to formal structures is more 

flexible, creativity is essential to ensure new routines towards a sound future. 

To stimulate creative and cultural city development, the earlier mentioned ‘change 

routines’ can be stimulated. Not only by ways of communication, but foremost as 

‘technological rocket science’ – out of the box thinking. As a next step, general 

applications may be distracted from the first ‘impossible’ solutions, and the cultural 

sector (with its traditional advantage in outgoing communication) will find suitable 

locations to perform experiments for implementing such applications. A new culture 

emerges, new users will productively interconnect, bringing about a cascade of creativity 

and applications. It is these concentrations and activities that inspire a larger social 

and economical network, increasingly propelling the city’s general change.

Creative learning in culture-driven communities can be stimulated by using the 

characteristics that are derived from the above viewpoint areas. To stimulate the 

participation in an Objective environment, one should apply official representatives 

and formal statements as outcome of a congress to concentrate creative energy. 

For a Subjective environment this means the introduction of artists or gurus. In an 

Intersubjective environment, a lot of activities in community based networks is needed 

to generate movement of ideas. In the Virtual world a lot of virtual users (on the 

internet) are necessary to generate the momentum for notable change. Within these 

different methods communities and practices emerge. They will be using different 

toolboxes that are adapted to their needs for communication, enabling them to give 

meaning to change, build identity and practice the art of transformation. Creative 

learning strategies often show aspects of marketing, especially consumer to consumer 

marketing (C2C/B2B) and Brand New Marketing (Viral marketing, Affiliate marketing, 

Weblog and E-mail marketing or  Advergaming). Another main characteristic of creative 

learning is the emphasis on processes of social learning in groups as these processes 

tend to create an open mode of communication in an exciting environment. In such 

environments, it is the task of facilitators to stimulate the creative process by using 
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multiple resources of knowledge and ideas. The community seeks for incubation of ideas 

and illumination. But there is also a need for ‘innovators’ to explain inventions and the 

new change routines to the outside world by means of verification and exposure.

To inspire the movement of Cultural Cities in Europe, the above mentioned research 

results can stimulate the yearly network events to expand into a social learning 

environment, building on the change routines’ knowledge. This development includes 

a shift away from high attitude entrepreneurship towards a much more accessible way 

of working that aims on attracting people – not as passive individual visitors, but as 

networks participants. This new role means to infiltrate in communities and networks 

and to adapt to the rules in those environments. Often, participants will be working 

in an inviting open environment, having creative inspiration, academic supervision at 

their disposal for inspired learning processes. Then, only those who are really interested 

participate, and the laggards creates a theatre to experience the progress made. 

It is important in times of crisis to show responsibility for the environment, and in 

a situation of economical predicament, society’s processes are judged even more for 

their sustainability. The goal is to interest participants in the Cultural City event, and 

make goals tacit, open to influences by other participants. This means to  specialise 

for emerging situations, and open purposeful innovations or transitions, so invite 

contributors from these new creative communities to the program. Then, participants 

will change from being mere individuals to entrepreneurs, enhancing them to  

contribute the programming of the event substantially. They will cherish a high level 

of cultural participation, whilst contributing to education, capital and professionalism. 

The facilitator should stimulate individual competence in adaptation, assertiveness 

and open-mindedness, and apply changes from the outside in order to change the 

internal management of the event. Also, they will optimise network capabilities and 

embedded cooperation in the event that becomes a new cultural highlight.

Next to the traditional and respected goals for the program, the management of 

these events should target the happening on strengthening of engagement of the cities 

communities, enhancing the use of techniques of imagination in the presentation of 

the event, as well as discovering opportunities of alignment with new groups outside 

the traditional or acknowledged cultural scene. Such an approach will combine the 

exitement of  having fun and making the creativity of cultural mix work.
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Experienced to work in different environments and intuitively using toolbox 

techniques that fit to these viewpoints, management staff may start to refine these 

techniques, admitting new communities to participate in unexpected change routines. 

This approach can lead to change the organisational structure and create a wholly new 

artistic vision on the event. But also it will persuade participants out of the shadows, 

inviting them to step into the magical virtual world of a new era.

Paul Kersten is Senior researcher Policy Analysis and Spatial Planning at Alterra, 
Wageningen University and Research Centre

EUNIC’s Creative Cities Debate

Neil Wallace

One of triggers for the EUNIC debates was the mounting speculation over ‘what will 

happen’ with the bids for European Cultural Capital title in the Netherlands in 2018. 

EUNIC decided to examine the concept of the creative city and the experiences of the 

European Cultural Capital series with which the phenomenon of creative cities is often 

linked.

From the moderator’s perspective, one general truth was already clear by the second or 

third debate. And that is – as Tolstoy once said of happy and unhappy families – that 

successful creative cities all show similarities, but that cities struggling with the status 

of creative city or cultural capital struggle in their own particular way. What struck 

us in the case of Turin, Glasgow, Linz or Sevilla was a strange mix of pragmatism and 

faith in organic change which produced, amongst other things, an interesting form 

of realism in relation to cultural ambitions. These cities grasped the opportunities 

offered by conferred titles, but used them as the chief motor for a programme of urban 

change which had already begun, or was being imagined. For Leipzig, image change is 

a matter of remaining loyal to the city’s great cultural history, coupled with genuine 

open dialogue with communities; so open that there appeared to be no need for a time-

scale for cultural development or change.

At times it was difficult to tell whether we were discussing the creative city, or the 

phenomenon of European Cultural Capital. Rarely did I feel that this really mattered; 
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we had brought representatives of ten cities together to describe how creativity played 

an important part in the identity of their cities – present or future. The Cultural Capital 

experience was simply a more focussed way of telling that story, and for many, already 

a proving ground for the choices they had made. 

What did we learn from these stories? 

I think we have to consider the next four issues:

Aren’t all cities creative? A tautology? Maybe so, but if we accept that all cities harbour 

some creativity, the secondary question arises: who appropriates that creativity and 

packages it as a product for the wider world? And what ends up in this package? In 

the debates we were constantly reminded that the voice of the individual artist or 

independent organisation is sometimes difficult to detect. 

How do we handle the civic ego? A natural consequence of the above. The civic ego 

exists, as surely as political egos exist. It is a complex thing. Time and time again our 

debates ran into the same issues. Culture, the arts, the creativity in cities are seductive 

to politicians, consultants, image-makers, urban visionaries. A test for city managers 

is their ability to respect the primary creativity in their city, and to draw the right 

conclusions before defining development plans.

How are we doing on governance? A key question: how do we organise the creativity 

in cities, whether European Cultural Capital programmes or not? And how well do 

we deliver? How fit are the structures created to make and present programmes? 

The debates revealed, repeatedly, how difficult this is to do. The keys to success? A 

capacity to plan well, consult widely, and invest trust in independent organisation 

with a mandate to work professionally, with professionals, at arms’ length from the 

political powers.

Are we prepared for surprises? Do master plans for culture – whoever produces 

them – ever really work? The EUNIC debates provided many examples to support 

Sikrol’s unwritten law of unintended consequences: for every plan involving public 

expenditure or investment there will be unexpected developments. A telling factor 

was the stories – on the margins of our debates – of cities who were surprised not to 

receive the European Cultural Capital nomination, but proceeded to implement their 

cultural plans anyway.
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Developing cities, in whatever way, through arts and culture is a coarse art, a rough 

magic in which all partners are to some degree, amateurs. In this respect there is 

nothing at fault with amateurism, but it points to a need to be wary of expertise in 

the field of the creative city. Both the stories of Turin and Seville, which began with 

a statement of civic pragmatism, seemed to show a degree of flexibility within the 

pragmatism of the approach: invest, see what happens, and react accordingly. Perhaps 

in this way some city authorities demonstrate an ability to shift from pragmatic cultural 

policies to more organic ones. But it is a rare gift.

Which leads us perhaps to the two most resounding messages from the debates. 

First: pragmatism is all very well, but in the realm of arts and culture it has to be 

founded on something. You can not develop what is not there in the first place. Second: 

if the creativity or the creative industries are important to the future of cities, then 

why wait for the outcome of a European Cultural Capital bid? Creative potential remains 

just what it is: potential. The question is whether the potential is fully understood, and 

exploited, in whatever context.

Neil Wallace is program coordinator at De Doelen and former deputy director at 
Glasgow European Cultural Capital 1990.
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Summary

In order to rationalise and quantify a city’s ‘creativeness’, the EUNIC members have 

defined seven criteria by which a creative city can be measured. Neil Wallace has 

implemented these criteria into the so called Creative City Radial Graph, a tool for 

visualising a city’s creative strength. Furthermore, Wallace has summerised the ideas 

that where shared during the debates in a series of statements on the Creative City 

concept. These statements are not only a a conclusion, but also a point of departure 

for further expanding the Creative Cities Debate.

EUNIC Criteria for a Creative City

Spontaneity and independence	
Do artists and organisations work in an organic, independent 
cultural environment?

Participation	
Does culture reach and involve “ordinary people” in the city?

Sustainability	
Is the (political) commitment to culture sustained?

The culture of creativity	
Is the city also “creative” in other aspects of its management?

Shared identity	
“Yes, the city within which we live is creative”

‘Black swans’	
Critical incidents in city history which affected cultural life?

Investment planning:  

How is the balance between cultural and other kinds of investment?
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The Creative City Radial Graph 

These criteria are translated into a set of scales that form the axes in a 
diagram: the Creative City Radial Graph.

The scales in the Creative City Radial Graph measure the differences 
between cities, and a different graph will emerge for every new 

situation:



14

Creative Cities Debate

The urban personality 
Cities have complex egos

Temptation 
The arts and culture are seductive to urban bosses (planners, 
image-makers)

Creative city by decree 
The discourse can ignore the essential characteristics of artistic 
and cultural life

Taking time 
The organic dimension of time conveniently forgotten 
(“everything obeys the law of the farm”)?

A rough magic 
Cultural development at an urban level is a coarse art, especially 
in politically unstable environment 

Amateurisme 
In cultural development we are all amateurs…	
…though some are more amateur than others

Sustainability 
Does anybody get this right? (the “holy grail” in the creative city 
debate)

We can learn from cities which:

...recognise their potential but also their limitations

...respect the ambitions of artists and the cultural sector

...can plan well

...trust independent governance

...communicate and consult widely

...demonstrate a mix of pragmatism, and opportunism

...are not seduced by titles or posterity
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EUNIC’s Creative Cities Reports 
The Hunt for Creativity in Six Meetings and Ten Cities

Yvette Gieles

A city without ambitions slowly bleeds dry. More than ever before, cities are now 

embroiled in competing for knowledge and capital in their pursuit for national and 

international visibility and strategic rankings in networks. How can you ensure that 

your city becomes a magnet for all the necessary components that are required to 

secure a vibrant future? Authorities are overly enthusiastic when it comes to spurring 

on developments, but the question is whether these will have added value in the long 

term, for example in the case of the creative climate in a city. A blossoming artistic 

climate cannot merely be programmed on the authority of an alderman for culture, and 

the soul of a city is so much more than well-equipped buildings. 

Good intentions alone do not make a creative city. Realising enduring urban 

ambitions at a cultural level is a complicated process, not least because it takes a great 

deal of effort to get everyone – residents, artists, investors and administrators – on the 

same page. This process does not always run smoothly. In general, the representatives 

of the ten cities in the SICA–EUNIC series about European Creative Cities were very 

frank about the obstacles they had to overcome and the concessions they had to 

make to prevent the premature demise of carefully crafted plans. Naturally, the public 

attending these meetings were also treated to flawless PowerPoint presentations, but 

not a single speaker risked hiding behind them during the probing interviews that 

followed the presentations.

The ten cities in the SICA–EUNIC series assign great importance to art and culture, 

but does this make them ‘creative cities’? In some cases – Turin, Leipzig, Glasgow – this 

claim appears to be justified, although achieving this status was never a goal in itself. 

Other cities consider the quest for a new role in new times as an inspiration to invest 

in culture. They were intent on a creative strategy, but in this regard were sometimes 

astoundingly unoriginal. For example, many of the cities in this series consider the 

title European Capital of Culture as a valid reason to raise their cultural infrastructure 

to a higher level. Sometimes this works, because the programme is part of an inventive 



16

and carefully drafted master plan that does justice to the city’s identity. Unfortunately, 

in other cases, very little remains after the last European firework has fizzled out. 

Whatever the case, the experiences of (previous) European Capitals of Culture in this 

series provides enough food for thought for Dutch cities that aspire to the title in 2018, 

as well as for those who will soon have to evaluate the sizeable bid books. 

“By 2009, culture is not enough… we need ‘creative culture’, ‘creative arts’, ‘creative 

business’, ‘creative economy’. Creativity is perceived as the ultimate solution”, stated 

Beatriz Garcia at the fifth meeting in this series. Garcia is a researcher at the University 

of Liverpool and is curious about what all these cultural interventions in a city actually 

produce. Creativity is fashionable. It attracts money and political attention. Yet the 

basis for claiming to be a ‘creative city’ is frequently unclear. Garcia rightly warns 

that the concept itself is in danger of being undermined. The same could apply to the 

interesting expansion of a specific urban cultural policy so that it becomes a more 

inclusive creative strategy that places the art sector in a meaningful framework. At the 

same time, one hopes that the space for the frequently unpredictable results of cultural 

processes will not be entirely subsumed by rigorously produced development plans 

with metropolitan allure. A city can probably never start too early with realising an 

ambition, but the art is in resisting the temptation to dictate everything from above. 

Yvette Gieles is staff member at SICA, and reported on the SICA/EUNIC series  
EUNIC’s Creative Cities – The Creative Potential of European Cities.
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EUNIC’s
 Creative Cities
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Linz and Wroclaw

The Compelling Power of a Title

Yvette Gieles

The concept creative city refers to the role played by culture in urban development. 

Riding on the wave of the knowledge economy, policymakers hope to bring dozy 

provincial towns back to life and to transform them into attractive, dynamic hubs 

of creative capital and innovative power. 

The following ten cities are the focus of the series of six meetings: Linz, Wroclaw, 

Turin, Marseille, Vilnius, Pécs, Almere, Seville, Leipzig and Glasgow. To what extent 

are these creative cities? What distinguishes one creative city from another? Which 

approach truly enhances cultural value and what, on further consideration, doesn’t 

really work at all? It is assumed that a cultural strategy precedes the title ‘creative 

city’. This strategy defines the role played by culture in urban development and places 

the creative sector within the field of influence of political and economic stakeholders. 

Generating and channeling cultural energy is for many cities a complex balancing act. 

It is difficult to improve a city’s social climate using the often unpredictable results 

of cultural processes. Rigid frameworks can restrict these processes, whilst too little 

control is likely to limit the applicability of the results as far as objectives outside the 

cultural sector are concerned. 

The value of a title

The first session focuses on Linz in Austria and Wroclaw in Poland. These are two cities 

trying to work their way out of the shadow of a national capital city and a troubled 

past, partly by trying to create a modern and dynamic cultural profile. Part of the 

cultural strategy of Linz is the acquisition of the title European Capital of Culture in 

2009. Wroclaw is putting itself forward as candidate for the title in 2016. The key issue 

in this session is therefore how the title European Capital of Culture fits in with the 

ambitions of a creative city. Glasgow, in 1990 the first non-capital city to be awarded 

the title, used it very strategically and successfully in a large-scale redevelopment 

project that rejuvenated the city. This approach was later followed by Dublin (1991) 




