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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Over the last two decades, policies concerning Creative Industries (CIs) have spread 

widely at international, European, national, regional and local level. Governments 

have hence started looking at CIs as tools to ensure the growth and development of 

their economies, as they represent a recognised source of employment and 

innovation. Along the way, though, the policy discourse might have morphed into a 

‘mere’ rhetoric, losing some of its significance. As actions and programmes 

concerning CIs go on repeating themselves without a confrontation with the 

everyday life of the sector, the gap between the two keeps widening. The risk is that 

of generating policies which no longer involve the activities at the core of CIs, and 

are therefore unable to sustain their development. This document examines the 

most salient aspects of the discrepancy, in order to propose a model that might help 

bridge the divide. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

After the crisis of the manufacturing industry in the last decades of the twentieth 

century, most governments were forced to start looking for a rising economic sector 

that could replace what had once been the driving force of their nations’ economy. 

The need was only made stronger by the most recent, world-wide economic crisis, 

which amplified the urgency of creating new job opportunities and consequent 

revenues. Among the sectors nominated for the role, one significant feature was that 

of the so-called ‘Creative Industries’ (CIs).  

The label groups together an extremely wide range of activities, more or less 

connected with an artistic or cultural core. The term itself has its origins in the 

philosophical discourse of the mid-twentieth century, but has long since conquered 

policy documents at every level. In the last decades, governments all around the 

globe have been investing and supporting CIs based on the main reasoning that they 

provide the blunt of innovation, which is then spread to other connected sectors in 

the wider economy. 

After more than thirty years of policies more or less specifically targeted at the 

development of favourable conditions for creative industries, though, a re-

evaluation of the main action courses might be necessary. Policies may, in fact, have 

lost their focus on the real nature of the sector. As this document tries to 

demonstrate, two main discrepancies seem to exist between the CIs field as it is in 

real life, and the portrait that can be sketched based on policy documents. 

The first gap concerns the identification of the activities that constitute the real 

driving forces of innovation. What, exactly, makes CIs revolutionary? While the 

bureaucratic discourse tends to focus on sub-sectors like technology or software 

development, design and fashion, the truly creative spark might be coming from the 

artistic core of the ‘conventional’ model. As such, a deeper look into the ties that the 

Arts can form with the wider economy might be both necessary and beneficial. 

The second problem revolves around the dynamics of innovation. How do CIs come 

up with new creative potential, and how does it consequently spread to connected 
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fields? A corollary of this question is, of course, how can this process be supported 

and managed in order to exploit its full potential. In this case, policies seem to have 

grown complacent. After the identification of a few but significant success stories of 

spontaneous phenomena of clustering or otherwise grouping together involving CIs, 

official documents have been imitating and perpetuating a model that might have 

lost a few of its determining characteristics along the way. 

What most policies and support plans focus on nowadays seems to be the physical 

space where CIs decide to install themselves, and how their less market-savvy 

component can be educated through dedicated training courses to spread 

managerial and financial knowledge. Not much attention has been payed, recently, 

to the interactions that occur within the field and with the outside, and the dynamics 

of the relationships, while marginally acknowledged as important, have not been 

studied and exploited to their fullest. 

This document attempts to sum up the current state of the art of the creative 

industries sector, and to propose a managerial and organisational model that might 

help bridge the two described gaps. The sources for this analysis come from both 

the dedicated literature, and the direct observation and involvement in the everyday 

activities of an organisation working in the field, coupled with the ongoing 

progresses of a European project specifically targeting CIs. 

The dissertation starts with a classification of the activities included under the 

‘Creative Industries’ label, and the suggestion of a much more clear-cut division 

between the artistic core and other production sectors (Chapter 1). It then continues 

with an overview of the history of cultural policies and an analysis of their main 

tendencies and consequences (Chapter 2).  

The second part of the document introduces the concept of ‘Creative Atmosphere’ 

as the true origin of innovation and creativity, and attempts to chart the dynamics 

that allow the generation of one (Chapter 3). Finally, a new model, based on 

interactions and informal links is described, as an alternative to existing structures, 

both in its theoretical aspects (Chapter 4) and through the more concrete steps 

required for its implementation (Chapter 5).  
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1- THE WORLD OF CIs 

 

 

1.1 AN AMBIGUOUS DEFINITION 

Over the last two decades, the increasing attention given to culture and creativity 

has brought them to be regarded as the salient feature of the post-industrial 

economy (Gibson, 2010). As the field that best represents and exploits those 

resources, CIs have been the object of many interventions, and are now considered 

to be the economic sector that will ‘change the game’, possibly finding a way out 

from the crisis that has hit the whole world in the last ten years. Even though policies 

at every level have readily accepted its importance, the sector still presents some 

problems regarding both its definition as a whole, and the determination of the 

activities that fit within it. 

1.1.1 The origins 

The term Cultural Industry was first used by German philosophers Theodore Adorno 

and Max Horkheimer in their work Dialectic of Enlightenment, published in 1944 

and then revised in 1947.  While Ministries and Foundations dedicated to art and 

culture were being born all across Europe, the two philosophers from the Frankfurt 

school focused on the rise of mass production and its negative effects. The capitalist 

economy, they claimed, had completely absorbed what could once be called culture, 

turning it into a tool of the ruling class. New, almost mechanical media such as 

cinema and photography could produce nothing but endless disappointment (Drake 

2003; O’Connor, 2007).  

Many academics followed their lead, delving further into the consequences of the 

newly spread mass consumption of cultural goods, and analysing their supposed 

transformation into commodities (O’Connor, 2000). In 1970, Walter Benjamin went 

as far as to say that the cheap reproduction of the originals that allowed photographs 

and movies to circulate had caused art to lose its ‘aura’ (O’Connor, 2007). The 

original significance of a work of art, given by its placement in a determined place 
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and time, could not be recreated, in its opinion, by copies distributed all around the 

world at the same moment. 

While a part of the literature still maintains that art has been irrevocably 

commodified, others sought to better comprehend the complexity of the sector. 

Between the late 70s and the early 80s, the work of French sociologists like Bernard 

Miège switched to the term Cultural Industries, in order to bring to light the 

connections between different kind of activities, and the ambiguous nature of 

creative labour (Drake, 2003; O’Connor, 2007). This, in turn, gathered the attention 

of national governments.  

Between 1979 and 1986, the Greater London Council (GLC) elaborated a strategy 

centred around cultural industries as a vehicle of hope in a period of economic crisis. 

The term was here used to indicate a more democratic idea of culture, and pushed 

towards a positive revaluation of its more ‘pop’ elements (O’Connor, 2000; Drake, 

2003; Garnham, 2005; O’Connor, 2007; Hesmondhalgh, 2008; Banks and O’Connor, 

2017).  

Even though the GLC was dismantled shortly after, the term remained and 

influenced the choices of the following administration. It featured extensively in the 

policies proposed by the Labour party led by Tony Blair, but was traded for ‘creative’ 

industries after their win in 1997. The new definition opened up to a more complex 

meaning, including a wider range of activities that would be included in the 2001 

mapping efforts (O’Connor, 2000; Garnham, 2005; García Leiva, 2011; Vivant, 2013; 

Rozentale and Lavagna, 2014; Yu-Yun and Yin-Hao, 2017). 

1.1.2 Shifting boundaries 

Between the use of different terms and the switch between the singular and plural 

form of each one, the definitions of CIs are perceived to be one of the most significant 

barriers and problems for the sector (Bakhshi and Cunningham, 2016). Although 

there is a general agreement on the symbolic value of their product, defining what, 

in the British sense, was already born as a pretty loose term has generated an 

intense debate over the years (Calcagno and Panozzo; O’Connor, 2000). 
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One of the main reasons for this is certainly the connected and never-ending debate 

around the definition of the terms culture and creativity, which as we know are 

extremely ambiguous, and vary greatly between time and space. So far, the 

boundaries that delineate the sector have shifted many times, and remain 

tremendously uncertain, which in turn has helped international, national, regional 

and local governments tilt and adapt the notion in order to fit their own agenda 

(Bayliss, 2007; Grodach, 2011). This, as the following chapters will show, has 

allowed a slight distortion of the type of activities and interventions connected to 

CIs.  

Moreover, the debate has not only been unable to generate a commonly accepted 

definition, but has also allowed countries all over the world to choose their own 

preferred term, generating a confusing mix of slightly different labels referring to 

slightly different conglomerates of knowledge-related industries.  

While the United Kingdom and several other countries like Japan have permanently 

adopted the term Creative Industries, others like France have preferred to stick with 

Cultural Industries; other European countries, like Italy and Germany, have decided 

to unite them, using the label of Cultural and Creative Industries, while a few, like 

South Korea, have adopted different expressions, like Cultural Content Industry  (Yu-

Yun and Yin-Hao, 2017). While the official documents of the European Community 

use almost exclusively the term Creative Industries, a better understanding of the 

different options is needed, as each entails a different idea of the nature of the 

industries grouped together under the same label. 

1.1.3 Cultural Industries 

Culture is, notoriously, a controversial, nebulous and extensively debated topic. The 

concept can be declined in many different fields and analysed at an almost infinite 

number of levels, from the most general one referring to humanity as a whole, to the 

most personal and specific one that is the single individual. The meaning also varies 

greatly in time and space, between different eras, different hemispheres, and 

different societies, although we tend to focus our attention on a Western perspective 

(CEC, 1996). This, as anticipated, has only exacerbated the debate on the nature of 

CIs. 
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In 1972, Hirsch defined the products of cultural industries as “‘non-material’ goods 

directed at a public of consumers whom they generally serve as an aesthetic or 

expressive, rather than clearly utilitarian function” (Hirsch, 1972). O’Connor 

described them as “activities that deal primarily in symbolic goods” (O’Connor, 

2000). The 2010 Green Paper – Unlocking the potential of cultural and creative 

industries defines them as industries that deal in goods and services “considered to 

have a specific attribute, use or purpose that embodies and/or conveys cultural 

expressions” (European Commission, 2010). 

Scott reiterates that CIs include “all those sectors of the modern economy 

specialising in the production of goods and services whose consumer appeal is 

derived mostly from the fact that they transmit non-utilitarian aesthetic and 

semiotic signals” (Scott, 2010). The same idea can be found in Power’s words, 

asserting that culture industries generate products “whose value rests primarily on 

their symbolic or aesthetic content and the ways in which it stimulates an 

experiential reaction” (Power, 2011). 

There are some voices that offer a slightly different definition, referring the term to 

“those industries that use the characteristic forms of industrial production and 

organisation to produce and disseminate symbols” (Hesmondhalgh, 2008), but 

overall the focus seems to be on the principal outputs of the sector. As previously 

mentioned, one of the few widely accepted points is the symbolic nature of the core 

products of cultural industries (Power, 2011). On the other side, their non-

functional nature has translated to a deep and exclusive association between 

cultural industries and art. This idea that their products are exclusively centred on 

artistic expressions has been deemed too restrictive by some, leading to the switch 

to ‘creative industries’ (O’Connor, 2007; ESSNC, 2012).  

1.1.4 Creative Industries 

All the previous remarks about culture apply just as well, if not more, to the concept 

of Creativity. The literature recognises that the latter might be an even more loose 

and less self-evident term than the former (Hesmondhalgh, 2008; Scott, 2010). It 

changes greatly depending on whether we adapt a Western or Eastern point of view: 

the first sees it as a tool to create new products that might solve an existing problem, 
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the latter considers it as a path able to provide a revelation about the true nature of 

a phenomenon (KEA, 2009). At best, we can define it as an “underlying construct or 

skill” (Sternberg, 1999) that allows us to convey new meanings, bringing people to 

consider new perspectives or take innovative actions (Freedman, 2010). 

Even though it appears almost impossible to generate an exact formula for creativity 

(KEA, 2009), the term has been more readily accepted by the wider public and the 

policy discourse if compared to the idea of culture. This can in part be attributed to 

a general, widespread unease and distrust with the latter (O’Connor, 2000), but also 

to creativity being promoted, since the beginning, as a quality that can be developed 

by anybody, everywhere, rendering it a more approachable concept (O’Connor, 

2007). Some might also say, as the analysis of the most frequent critiques will later 

show, that the term has become almost too encompassing, thus losing its meaning 

to become nothing more than a catchphrase (KEA, 2009; Freedman, 2010). 

As for the definition of Creative Industries, the original description from the UK’s 

Department for Culture, Media and Sports (DCMS) included “those industries which 

have their origin in individual creativity, skill and talent and which have a potential 

for wealth and job creation through the generation and exploitation of intellectual 

property” (Vivant, 2013; Yu-Yun and Yin-Hao, 2017). Additionally, the 2010 Green 

Paper describes them as “industries that use culture as an input and have a cultural 

dimension, although their outputs are mainly functional” (EC, 2010). 

The emphasis in this case is on the kind of inputs and processes used to generate 

their products, which are supposed to be creative and often related to the 

exploitation of intellectual property rights. Moreover, unlike cultural goods, creative 

products seem to be strictly functional (Power, 2011). Why then are these two 

categories sometimes grouped together and what do we mean by Cultural and 

Creative Industries?  

1.1.5 Cultural & Creative Industries 

Cultural and Creative Industries are supposed to be, as the term itself suggest, a mix 

of the two sectors. Towse described them as industries that “mass-produce goods 

and services with sufficient artistic content to be considered creative”, thus 

combining the cultural content provided by creatives with industrial modes of 
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production (Towse, 2003). Others identified them as a “profit-oriented segment 

covering all enterprises, entrepreneurs and self-employed persons producing, 

marketing, distributing and trading profit-oriented cultural and symbolic goods” 

(Lange et al., 2008). 

Their production process is supposedly based on “intrinsic value and motivation 

that is often spontaneous, rebellious and chaotic”, and while the resulting products 

are not necessarily functional, they are usually market oriented (KEA, 2009). 

European Regulation defines them as:  

“all sectors whose activities are based on cultural values and/or artistic and 

other creative expressions, whether those activities are market- or non-

market- oriented, whatever the type of structure that carries them out, and 

irrespective of how that structure is financed. Those activities include the 

development, the creation, the production, the dissemination and the 

preservation of goods and services which embody cultural, artistic or other 

creative expressions, as well as related functions such as education or 

management” (Creative Europe Programme, 2013). 

 

A similar definition is offered by the European Parliament: 

“cultural and creative industries are those industries that are based on 

cultural values, cultural diversity, individual and/or collective creativity, 

skills and talent with the potential to generate innovation, wealth and jobs 

through the creation of social and economic value, in particular from 

intellectual property” (European Parliament, 2016). 

 

Such broad definitions allow ample space for manoeuvre, leaving to each 

government the task of identifying which of their industries fit inside the label. But 

what exactly do all these identify? Which sectors can we group together based on 

these words? That is, of course, up to discussion. 
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1.2 THE MEANING BEHIND THE HYPHEN 

The debate over the meaning of the label of creative industry has obviously 

translated to the identification of the single activities that can claim the title as their 

own. While the literature has extensively studied the common characteristics of 

supposedly creative products, the debate has not been able to define a set list. This 

has given birth to a substantial number of different classifications generated by 

various authorities and report documents, each slightly different from the other. In 

turn, the multiple choice has authorised both governments and companies to adopt 

the most convenient classification, in order to reap the benefits that might come 

from the inclusion in the group, such as tax incentives or dedicated initiatives. A 

quick overview of the basic qualities of creative products might explain why the 

resulting lists are so different and all-encompassing. 

1.2.1 It looks like this 

The defining characteristics and subsequent positive effects of CIs are probably one 

of the only widely-agreed upon details of their nature. Thanks to their creative core, 

they are supposed to generate innovative ideas that help increase a community’s 

well-being and cohesion; the same innovative spark should have a spill-over effect 

into other fields, modernising other industries and businesses. The cultural 

component produces content that is supposed to provide meanings and generate a 

sense of belonging to the linked community. Mainly, though, CIs design products and 

services, often digital, and focus on providing experiences, demanding a more 

intense involvement from consumers (OMC, 2018). 

The field presents a high focus on R&D and designing efforts, which sometimes are 

considered even more central than production itself. Aside from the critiques of 

those convinced that this has only encouraged the shift of contemporary capitalism 

from material goods to sign and knowledge, this element has repercussions on the 

technical organisation of creative labour (Lash and Urry, 1993).  

The importance of original an innovative prototypes or ideas makes creative work 

essentially project-based, characterised by a high turnover rate and rapidly 

changing conditions (Grodach, 2011). The great uncertainty concerning the success 
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on the market of new products also involves higher risks when compared to other 

industrial fields, obliging CIs to always try to maintain high levels of novelty 

(Rozentale and Lavagna, 2014). As for what these products actually are, they could 

vary from exclusive work of arts to everyday objects, depending on which 

classification is being considered (Lash and Urry, 1993). 

1.2.2 Indefinite settings 

Literature has not been able, so far, to reach a widely accepted agreement regarding 

the boundaries between both the cultural and creative poles, and CIs as a whole and 

other economic activities (Drake, 2003). Most studies agree that the internal 

dynamics of the sector are too complex to allow the elaboration of either a 

mathematical model or an official definition that could clarify once and for all the 

differences and similarities between ‘cultural’ and ‘creative’ activities, which is why 

we have so few reference models available (O’Connor, 2000; Sacco and Crociata, 

2013). 

While some complain about CIs usually utilising a stereotypical notion of what 

culture actually includes, focusing exclusively on big institutions and traditional art 

forms (Sacco and Crociata, 2013), others take arms against the creative side, 

believing it to be, as previously mentioned, too wide. As possible classifications will 

show, the notion of creativity can be stretched to include a wide array of activities, 

some of which we would not immediately link to CIs.  

The ‘creative turn’ has brought forth a high focus on ICTs and digitalisation, bringing 

under the label an assortment of professions linked with technology (Garnham, 

2005). On the other hand, the focus on intellectual property has brought others to 

include, like in Florida’s model, professions that do not share any inherently creative 

content, but still deal with original content that can hardly be patented or 

trademarked, and as such needs to be protected just like other creative, immaterial 

products (Hesmondhalgh, 2008).  

As for potential classifications, some have attempted to distinguish between cultural 

and creative occupations, while others have grouped them together, more focused 

on defining the separation with the remaining economic sectors. Each model in the 

second category tends to gravitate between two opposite poles. Depending on the 
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model, opposite activities like traditional arts or engineering might be included or 

excluded (Grodach, 2011). 

1.2.3 ‘Tomayto/Tomahto’ 

The various classifications offered so far by the dedicated literature are often quite 

similar, with a common body of activities, some slight differences, and a few big 

exclusions or inclusions. That is even more the case if we analyse the definitions on 

the cultural side. While few studies have distinctly separated activities between 

cultural and creative, cultural domains have mostly been defined.  

 
Table 1. Classifications of cultural and creative activities 
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As shown by Table 1, almost everyone agrees to include categories like visual and 

performing arts, crafts, music and publishing. Film industry, videogames, and 

broadcasting companies are also a pretty common feature, while heritage and its 

dedicated spaces, like museums, archives and libraries are not often mentioned, but 

probably included within the artistic core. Design, architecture and advertising 

seem to be the most in-between sectors, often excluded by more ‘traditional’ lists 

(O’Connor, 2000; UNESCO, 2009; ESSNC, 2012). 

The 2010 Green Paper is one of the few to actually indicate which sectors should be 

considered cultural and which pertain to the creative sphere. All the previously 

mentioned activities are branded as ‘cultural’, while design, architecture and 

advertising join graphic design, fashion and tourism under the ‘creative’ label 

(European Commission, 2010). The only voice outside the box is that of 

Hesmondhalgh, who offers a classification that completely excludes the artistic core, 

but includes instead activities like advertising (Hesmondhalgh, 2008). 

Most studies, however, do not offer such a distinction, throwing all the different 

activities together under the interchangeable labels of ‘creative’ or ‘cultural and 

creative industries’. Often, the artistic fields are all regrouped under the collective 

name of ‘arts’, or even ‘traditional arts’, though increasingly often the author 

specifies exactly which sub-categories are included.  

Different classifications are actually surprisingly coherent, as shown by Table 1, 

apart from Florida’s famous representation of the sector. He envisions a core formed 

by the arts, music, design, architecture, entertainment, education, science and 

engineering, followed by an outer circle made up by professions in the fields of law, 

business, finance and even healthcare, all dealing with original content and 

intellectual property (Hesmondhalgh, 2008). This is even more surprising 

considering that design, together with fashion, is one of the least frequently 

mentioned fields in the other classifications. That information is also at odds with 

all the attention dedicated to the two sectors in policy initiatives directed at CIs. 

Another interesting remark emerges when confronting cultural domains and 

creative fields: apart from two or three differences, the two lists match almost 

perfectly, with the main difference being the more accepted inclusion of design and 



14 
 

advertising in the creative field. The original classification offered by the DCMS all 

the way back in 1998 with its 13 sectors is probably one of the most encompassing 

ones, including almost all the sectors named by other studies (Power, 2011; 

Richards, 2011; Vivant, 2013; EY, 2015). 

1.2.4 Throsby’s model 

What emerges from bringing together all the various lists is a view of the sector that 

still reflects the original distinction operated by the GLC between cultural fields 

centred around traditional arts, and a more market-oriented creative area linked to 

technological reproduction (O’Connor, 2000). This translates, as shown in the 

previous paragraph, into a long list or more or less accepted activities that feature 

the arts as their core (O’Connor, 2007). But what exactly are the internal dynamics 

between these activities? What relations connect them and how does the knowledge 

transfer happen? 

The best model to describe the sector is probably the one proposed by Throsby. 

Starting from 2001, he built an exemplification based on concentric circles, believing 

it to be the only way to consider on equal terms both the economic and cultural 

characteristics of CIs. The model is constructed with the arts at its core; that stems 

from the belief that the main distinctive feature CIs possess is their cultural content, 

which is at its maximum in artistic expressions. Throsby differentiates between four 

circles, each one presenting cultural content in various degrees, as depicted by 

Figure 1: 

Figure 1. Throsby's concentric model for CIs 
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- Core Creative Arts are at the centre of the model. They include literature, 

music, performing and visual arts; 

- Other Core Creative Industries form the second layer, including film, 

museums, galleries, libraries, and photography; 

- Wider Cultural Industries include heritage services, publishing and print 

media, broadcasting, sound recording, video and computer games; 

- Related Industries make up the outer layer, and include advertising, 

architecture, design and fashion. 

The further we go from the core, the more the activities turn to industrial modes of 

mass production, and the more likely they are to respond to the rules of the ‘normal’ 

market, like other economic sectors. The model also represents the flow of 

knowledge and innovative ideas: they are generated by the activities that possess 

the richest cultural content, right in the core, and then slowly move through all the 

layers, inspiring them, and sometimes also reach beyond the limits of the model, to 

sectors of the wider economy (Throsby, 2008). 

This crucial consideration actually requires further attention: if the innovative 

impulse is originated by the artistic/cultural core, and then exploited by other 

creative activities, why do we keep referring to creativity as the main source of 

innovation? If creative industries do not produce the initial impulse but ‘simply’ use 

it to create new products and services, what actually distinguishes them from other 

industrial sectors that do exactly the same? What is the real link between the artistic 

core and the outer edge? Is it really as strong as we believe it to be? 

 

1.3 WHAT MAKES THE DIFFERENCE? 

The connection between culture and creativity has always sparked critiques, or at 

least perplexed questions. Some, in fact, consider them to be almost incompatible: a 

small part of the literature points out that creativity is based upon innovation, and 

on the disruptive effect of the new, which is practically a rarity in culture (O’Connor, 

2007; KEA, 2009). While this might prove true for heritage and crafts, the concept 

can’t be applied to the arts in general, as they are based on a constant research 

activity.  
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1.3.1 Mind the gap 

If we examine the criteria used to define an occupation as creative, we might see 

they apply more to the artistic core than to the other layers. A recent study by NESTA 

declares a creative profession should be mechanisation resistant, based on a novel 

process or able to reach the same goal in a new way, non-repetitive, and requiring 

interpretation and not simple transformation (Bakhshi, 2016). While this might 

sometimes be true of a design product or an architectural project, does it not fit 

much more naturally into the description of a piece of art, a jewel, a play or a piece 

of music? 

It seems evident, at this point, that culture and creativity as defined by the GLC might 

be close in theory but not in practice.  

The two fields emerge from different lineages and policy contexts, and operate daily 

with distinct modes of production and within different market (Hesmondhalgh, 

2008). The core and the first layer of the Throsby model evaluate their results 

mostly in terms of the cultural value they possess, and are often kept off the market, 

or enter it with special provisions in order to ensure their accessibility. The outer 

layer, instead, has all the features of an industrial sector: market-oriented, based on 

mass production and valued in terms of revenues earned by its products. What do 

they really have in common? 

1.3.2 Back to the future 

What could maybe help draw a more honest picture of the sector is a change of the 

terms we keep bringing together. Maybe, instead of repeating over and over two 

words so vague and similar that a clear separation seems impossible, we should 

start talking in terms of Arts and Industries. The differences between the core and 

the outer edge of the concentric model may in fact be too many. The different 

knowledge requirements, working methods, business and organisational models, 

and consumer interfaces form a gap that is too wide to justify the fact that we keep 

including them within the same sector (Power, 2011). 

While the reasons behind this fusion, which will be later examined, might have 

included the hope of securing new funding opportunities for the artistic core, they 
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have only succeeded in confusing its needs with the completely different ones of 

industrial activities, thus lowering the probability of proving that even the arts can 

be productive and efficient. The original core needs to shine through once again. 

Going back to the foundations of the sector and separating the core from the other 

layers might solve the debate for the correct definition, but one more step is 

required to actually prove that all the features currently assigned to CIs are true. 

Spill-over effects, rise of innovation levels, new products, new contents can still be 

the distinctive qualities of the arts, provided that the links with the wider economy 

are explored. Instead of insisting on connecting them with design firms and fashion 

labels, we might need to look beyond them (Grodach, 2011). 

 

1.4 RE-IMAGINING THE RELATIONSHIP 

The connections between arts and industries might actually be more probable than 

the recurrent policy discourse might lead us to believe. Several authors have 

remarked on how, lately, “Art is creeping into everything” (KEA, 2009). While some 

refer to the appeal of a flexible career like that of the artists for other sectors (Vivant, 

2013), others point out that there is actually cultural and creative work taking place 

in sectors that are even quite distant from CIs (Bertacchini and Borrione, 2009). 

The presence of arts inside ‘normal’ organisations has slowly but steadily increased 

over the years, and can no longer be defined as a marginal presence. It is not cultural 

goods that are turning into commodities, but the manufacturing industry that is 

going through a process of aestheticization, becoming more and more akin to 

cultural production (Lash and Urry, 1993). Nowadays, we can begin to imagine a 

new type a collaboration, a new spirit of sharing that turns art into a core feature of 

organisational processes. (Barry and Meisiek, 2010). 

1.4.1 Dramatis personae 

Interactions between art and business are born out of a mutual need stemming from 

both artists and managers. Artists are notoriously involved in an eternal search for 

new ideas, new situations filled with contrast, “positive transgression and proactive 
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development” that might spark a new project. At the same time, in a period of 

economic crisis and cuts to public funding, the arts are in dire need of a way to apply 

all this material to their work in a manner that gives them a more profound meaning, 

beyond that of aesthetic and decorative objects. This applies of course to artists from 

all disciplines, both the more mainstream and the less popular ones (Berthoin Antal, 

2011). 

On the other hand, managers are currently navigating through markets with 

increasingly high demands, as customers in each field are growing more accustomed 

to differentiated products with a significative experiential component. In such 

situations, they find themselves obliged to change, as old point of views and working 

models do not fit anymore (Berthoin Antal, 2011; Berthoin Antal, 2014).  

As with artists, all kind of industries and businesses can come into contact with the 

arts, each in its own way. The Creative Clash Report shows that involved sectors 

include education and healthcare just as well as biotechnologies, manufacturing and 

automotive industries, plus others such as municipal institutions, energy and 

telecommunications, logistics and transport (Berthoin Antal and Strauβ, 2013). 

The innovation, of course, sparks from the encounter between the two worlds, and 

from their joint search for something new. (Berthoin Antal, 2011). Creative people 

in general, and artists in particular, are different from others. When they enter 

organisations, they do so like foreigners entering an unknown land. That completely 

new perspective, coupled with the knowledge and everyday activity offered by 

managers and workers, can bring to life a whole new range of possibilities (Torr, 

2008; Berthoin Antal, 2011; Berthoin Antal and Strauβ, 2013). But what forms can 

this process take? 

1.4.2 Degrees of interaction 

Collaborations between the two worlds have been happening for quite a while in 

their simpler form, and have since assumed many different shapes and structures. 

The origin of the relationship can be found, of course, in art collection and 

philanthropy. While this is the oldest form of connection, it is also a very distant 

one (Berthoin Antal, 2012). 
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Sponsoring activities or assembling art works for a private collection does not really 

create an interaction between the two parties. This choice is usually considered 

mostly as a sound, long-term investment or a way to impress stakeholders (Berthoin 

Antal, 2014), even though some view it as a learning opportunity as far as the 

collected pieces manage to be thought-provoking and routine-breaking (Barry and 

Meisiek, 2010; Berthoin Antal, 2014). 

Another emerging practice is that of Artistic Interventions. While the label 

includes a wide array of different activities, their aim is that of bringing artists into 

direct contact with the employees of the firm they decide to enter, with a more or 

less defined learning orientation. The clash between the two worlds requires a 

bigger effort to explore the similarities and differences and understand what could 

be born from them. Each intervention can involve a different degree of interaction, 

based on the intentions of the involved parties and on the aim of the activity (Barry 

and Meisiek, 2010; Berthoin Antal, 2014).  

The last category is composed by Artistic Experimentation, which actually 

distances itself from real, concreate artwork in order to embed creative practices 

into the daily work life of organisations. This attempt to originate creativity from 

within, in an independent way, has so far been exemplified mostly through 

techniques that allow workers to express themselves more liberally and openly, like 

the use of Lego’s serious play (Barry and Meisiek, 2010; Berthoin Antal, 2014). 

While the first and last category are probably the most well-known and widely used, 

artistic interventions are the ones that fit most the description of using culture to 

innovate and generate something new with a strong creative and cultural content. 

They might actually represent a path that could realise the agenda we have 

established for CIs and, as such, need to be studied further. 

1.4.3 Artful Creations 

‘Artful Creation’, as it has been defined, aims to make new ways of knowing and 

doing emerge from the interaction, and occasionally the clash, between different 

forms of knowing (Darsø, 2004). As previously mentioned, these interventions can 

have many different forms, but what defines the shape they will take? On one end, 

the level to which the structure of the intervention has been defined and, on the 



20 
 

other, the level of involvement accorded to the artist (Berthoin Antal, 2014). The 

combination between these two dimensions will generate different outcomes, as 

described by Darsø’s matrix: 

 

 

- The most general form is the one we can see when the intervention is not 

strictly structured, and the artist is used as a model, for their way of thinking 

and seeing the world. This generate concepts or, in some cases prototypes, 

that will then go through a more reasoned process before maybe entering 

production; 

- If the artist’s perspective is inserted in a more structured initiative, the 

participants might be able to share and absorb new capabilities and 

competencies. These do not have to be strictly specific skills, as the category 

includes also the intangible energy generated by the encounter; 

- On the opposite side, if the artist is given a more active role within the 

organisation, in the sense of being asked to actually create something, the 

intervention might lead to new products or services, often with a social 

relevance, if provided with a well-defined structure; 

- The last case is that of practically involved artists in not-well-defined 

activities. Here, the collaboration will hopefully generate a ‘socially safe’ 

space where participants will feel free to experiment and see where their 

Figure 2. The Artful Creation matrix 
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ideas take them. While this might look like an inconclusive output, the further 

pages will examine the importance of such a setting. 

What we can see from this matrix is that artists are not always asked to create a new 

piece, or to even use their art. Their potential in an organisational context is 

extremely multifaceted. As such, they might be required to contribute in many 

different ways. 

Typical artistic residencies in industries or companies can of course be concluded 

with the creation of an art work representing the whole process and the progress 

made (Barry and Meisiek, 2010). Artificare (https://www.maclab.info/artificare/ ) 

is a project born to investigate what kind of connection develops between artists 

and SMEs when they are put in a structured relationship with frequent interactions.  

The project includes residencies within the companies coupled with workshops and 

other initiatives to ensure the dialogue between the artist and the employees. It 

represents an opportunity for artists to exit their comfort zones and venture into 

new territories, and for companies to take an active role in the process and become 

one of the main characters in the narrative. 

Other times, artists are involved for training purposes. Dedalus 

(https://www.maclab.info/dedalus/ ) aims to offer managers in any type of 

organisation the possibility to mix their professional skills with those from the 

artistic world. The project entails workshops with artistic professionals that create 

new hybrid skills full of potential. Some examples are the initiation to theatre-

related skills, dance techniques and abilities or corporate storytelling. The unique 

mix of managerial and artistic knowledge can give participants a competitive edge 

and open up new possibilities. 

While these two concepts might already be revolutionary compared to the majority 

of activities related to CIs, there is one more possibility: sometimes, artists are 

welcomed within a company ‘purely’ as researchers and thinkers. 

Conexiones Improbables (http://conexionesimprobables.es) is an organisation born 

in 2010 in the Basque Country with the aim of promoting and developing innovative 

projects that combine the needs of companies with the artists’ creativity. While 

offering various formats in term of duration of the collaboration, one element 

https://www.maclab.info/artificare/
https://www.maclab.info/dedalus/
http://conexionesimprobables.es/
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remains fixed: the organisation brings together mixed teams, each attentively 

followed by a mediator, for a fixed period of time. Together, the members are asked 

to collaborate, co-create something or co-investigate a problem or a challenge 

established by the organisation (Berthoin antal, 2012).  

What makes the difference between these projects and a normal residency is that 

artists are not asked to produce, perform, or imagine anything strictly artistic. Their 

task has more to do with the analysis of the inner workings of the firm and the 

generation of new perspectives than with the production of art works. They are 

asked to assume the point of view of a researcher, a divergent thinker, to act as a 

‘creative catalyst’ or an ‘extreme user’. Sometimes, they are ‘simply’ asked to play 

with a situation or a problem in their mind, analysing it from their angle, stressing 

it so much as to bring it to the breaking point, in order to see what happens after this 

‘creative disruption’. To them, this represents an opportunity to extend their career 

opportunities to new fields, plus a challenging experience to prove and improve 

their capabilities. 

 As for companies, they might enter the collaboration with many different 

objectives: from the development of new ideas and prototypes to the establishment 

of new relations, from the need to rethink their strategy or position to that of 

effectively catalysing their strengths and skills, from the search of new 

organisational tools to that of new narratives. Each of them, in their own ways is 

looking for something new, for a way to change something about their firm. To them, 

artists represent opportunities, people with an outsider, global perspective of their 

work and an imagination that can walk the edge of innovation and show them new 

ways of seeing, thinking and doing (Berthoin Antal, 2012; Berthoin Antal and 

Nussbaum Bitran, 2014).  

The process can of course be deemed successful only if mutually beneficial. 

Employees have repeatedly reported a higher drive to be productive and proactive 

in their work, and a rise in expectation and motivation, plus a push to reflect and 

rethink some of their daily operations. Artists, on their end, seem to appreciate the 

opportunity to relate themselves to those that once seemed distant if not 

unapproachable people, and see their work recognised as useful. Some of them have 

reported that the process helped them take stock of their capabilities, convincing 
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them of their ability to work well with others (Berthoin Antal and Nussbaum Bitran, 

2014). 

Although we do not have that much data about these initiatives, Taylor and Ladkin 

have identified four underlying processes that characterise them, in order to explain 

why they seem to work. The most basic and almost unavoidable process during 

these occasions for ‘Artful Creation’ is of course the skills transfer, which allows 

participants to develop specific skills from the artistic world and learn how to apply 

them in a managerial context. 

Next, we have the so-called ‘projective technique’: by representing experiences 

and situations through art we are able to keep them at a distance, which in turn 

allows us to examine it with an increased degree of objectivity. Something similar 

but somehow opposite happens with what Taylor calls ‘illustration of essence’, 

that is the ability of artworks to embody and convey universal meaning without the 

need to reflect on its message. The last process is conveyed through making, or 

rather through the satisfaction of creating something combined with the 

opportunity to reflect that a repetitive process can grant. 

Usually, an artistic intervention comprises two or more processes at the same time, 

combining them to reach the objective. From one case to another, the focus can shift 

between the final product, as with the projective and illustrating processes, or on 

the process itself, as with the skill transfer or the actual creation of something 

(Taylor and Ladkin, 2009). 

Can activities such as these be included into a system-wide framework? Can they be 

planned and managed within a more structured regulation system? Although some 

believe creativity to be unmanageable almost by definition, the real problem is 

whether or not these initiatives fit within the policy discourse concerning CIs. What 

has been done so far, and what activities and models have been developed to help 

the growth of the sector? 
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2– ‘INCUBATOR FEVER’ 
 

 

2.1 CULTURAL POLICIES: A SHORT OVERVIEW 

Even though we consider Cultural and Creative Industries to be the new, powerful 

instrument to feature in every government’s attempts to generate new growth and 

development, they have already accumulated a significant history in both national 

and international strategies. The concept of ‘clustering’ artistic activities together in 

various forms has been alive for more than sixty years (Johnson, 2010), and 

governments at various levels have been experimenting with policies concerning CIs 

for the better part of thirty years, generating a substantial mix of reports, 

programmes and initiatives. Therefore, understanding the origins and motivations 

behind them might prove to be crucial to shed some light into their consequences 

and help define the current situation. 

2.1.1 The birth of the ‘Cultural Fix’ 

As previously explained, the idea of Creative Industries emerged in the 20th century, 

from the industrialisation and commercialisation of certain types of artistic 

productions. Its birth more or less coincided with the shift, in the wider industry, 

from mass production to ‘Post-Fordism’, and all the economic consequences it 

brought forth. As mentioned, the term made its first significant appearance in official 

policies in a local context, within the de-regulation strategies put in place by the 

Thatcher government in the UK during the 1980s (O’Connor, 2007). Before that 

moment, in fact, CIs had shaped the cultural policy of the century by being “a ghost, 

absent presence” (Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005), as they represented exactly 

what governments tried to fight through public services and subsidies.  

After the dismantling of the GLC in 1986, local governments where required to 

provide their own alternative programmes to survive the crisis of the manufacturing 

industry, drawing on local skills and resources. It was during these years that the 

focus of the cultural industry policies shifted more towards the economic dimension 

of the activities carried out, so that culture could be seen as more than a “marginal 
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and mainly decorative or prestige expenditure” (O’Connor, 2007). The challenge of 

exploiting its potential as an economic resource was left, at least in the UK, to a 

number of local bodies and institutions, tasked with finding a way to attract more 

visitors and generate more revenues. 

One particularly successful initiative was that of Sheffield’s cultural industries 

policies, elaborated by the Department of Employment and Economic Development 

(DEED). The focus in this case was not exactly on the cultural sector, as the policies 

were part of a larger strategy to generate local development, but nonetheless helped 

spread the notions of ‘cultural industries policies’ and ‘cultural quarter’, serving as 

a stepping stone for further reflections on the subject (Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 

2005). Admittedly, there were not many cases as successful as Sheffield’s, but the 

attention given to the sector began to grow. 

Between the 1980s and the 1990s, CIs started to impact on the national policies of 

other countries, from the French Ministry for Culture to the Australian government, 

slowly making their way into EU policies. Between 1988 and 1992 the European 

Commission developed a new framework for its actions, into which culture featured 

as a tool to raise consciousness and a sense of common identity, and most 

importantly to build consent on monetary and economic matters. As the European 

Union did not have any formal competence in cultural matters, in fact, interventions 

in the field had to be related to economic goals (Barnett, 2001). 

The situation changed slightly when, in 1992, the Article 128 of the Maastricht 

Treaty officially created a set of EU competences over cultural matters. However, the 

role of the European Community remained strictly confined to supplementary 

actions, consisting mostly in ‘incentive measures’ and efforts to promote 

transnational cooperation. Therefore, many cultural projects carried out with 

European funds were inserted in wider programmes developed in other sectors, 

such as urban revitalisation or economic development (Barnett, 2001; García Leiva, 

2011). 

Even Though the Maastricht Treaty had not, by any means, intended to create a 

Europe-wide cultural policy, by the end of the century a shift, from national 

governments to a European soft governance model, had begun (García Leiva, 2011). 
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The Culture 2000 initiative launched in 1997 strived to develop a common European 

cultural area in order to connect artists, creatives, cultural operators and 

institutions. In the meantime, cultural practices were increasingly viewed as a tool 

to encourage entrepreneurship and promote growth, reconciling the two opposites 

of culture and economy while also respecting the nature of cultural activities 

(Barnett, 2001).  

The first three funding projects created by the EU were directed to the more 

traditional sub-sectors of culture: Kaleidoscope aimed to support artistic creativity, 

Ariane was dedicated to book promotion, and Raphael to the protection and 

promotion of Cultural Heritage. However, by 1996 the Commission had started to 

scout examples of best practices that proved it was somehow possible to reconcile 

the two ever-opposite poles (Barnett, 2001; Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005). A 

series of mapping exercises had begun to detail the importance of networks on the 

territory, the interdependencies between different activities that occurred inside 

clusters, and the possibilities they could offer. 

By 1998 those examples had led to a ‘rediscovery’ of the city, as abandoned 

industrial areas were slowly transformed into cultural quarters and spaces for 

public art through regeneration projects in order to generate new economic 

potential. The ‘cultural fix’ was officially born (O’Connor, 2007). 

2.1.2 The new millennium 

With its new role in the European framework, the cultural sector became linked with 

many other fields, through shared objectives that could apparently be achieved 

thanks to the development of cultural and creative activities: increasing 

employment, enhancing the image of regions in order to make them more palatable 

to investors, protecting cultural diversity and overcome social exclusion, and finally 

bringing people to cooperate more actively with European institutions.  

The beginning of the new millennium saw an increasing amount of initiatives 

concerned with culture and its exploitation, which would then reach their peak in 

the next decade. The first projects were the 2000-2006 Culture Programme and the 

2002-2004 Workplan for Culture, still focused on attempts to shape a collective 

European identity through shared symbols and cultural practices (García Leiva, 



27 
 

2011; Barnett, 2001), but 2005 proved to be a significant year for the cultural sector 

in general, and CIs in particular. 

The 2005 UNESCO Convention on the protection and promotion of the diversity of 

cultural expressions recognised CIs amongst the fastest growing sectors in the world, 

and committed to promoting their growth by providing occasions for capacity 

development and special training, plus customised materials and tools for policy 

design and project management (UNESCO, 2005). In the same year, the Lisbon 

Agenda stated that culture had to be considered as a catalyst of creativity, which 

would in turn generate growth and jobs, and be promoted accordingly in all future 

initiatives and policies (García Leiva, 2011). The 2005-2007 Work Plan for Culture 

followed these guidelines. 

2007 brought forth the European Agenda for Culture in a globalising world, which 

once again recognised CIs as an asset for the growth of European economy and 

competitiveness. The main priorities stated in the document were the promotion of 

cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue, the enhancement of the role of culture 

in the Union’s international relationships, and the exploitation of culture (and CIs) 

as catalysts for the creation of growth and jobs, according to the Lisbon strategy 

(KEA,2009; García Leiva, 2011). The EU slowly embraced the idea that creativity 

would determine innovation, which would in turn foster competitiveness and 

automatically generate growth and new job opportunities (García Leiva, 2011). 

This shift towards a more restricted focus on economic and social innovation, 

though, was not immediately reflected in concrete actions, as the 2007-2013 Culture 

Programme reiterated more general objectives like the promotion of cross-border 

mobility, transnational circulation and intercultural dialogue of creative workers, 

supporting the existing activities of cultural bodies, co-operations and other actions 

revolving around the analysis and dissemination of cultural practices. The projects 

mostly involved the review of educational programmes, the promotion of capacity 

building through management training, and some links to the tourism field. The idea 

of innovation, instead, remained connected to the fields of technology and science 

(KEA, 2009; García Leiva, 2011).   
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As the word ‘creativity’ started to appear ever more frequently both in policies and 

in the literary discourse, some of the focus shifted to understanding the relationship 

that linked it to culture. An interesting document was the study prepared by KEA in 

2009 for the European Commission. The impact of culture on creativity reflected on 

the main features of culture-based creativity, and on the policies elaborated so far 

on the matter. The analysis showed how, up to that point, little had been done to 

encourage and implement culture-based creativity through concrete programs or 

regulations, as the EU still mostly focused on supporting cultural exchanges and co-

operations, and heritage preservation (KEA, 2009). 

2.1.3 Recent efforts 

The 2010 started with the creation of the Green Paper – Unlocking the potential of 

cultural and creative industries, which focused again on the untapped potential of CIs 

as drivers for development, especially if successfully connected to the current trends 

in society, such as the digital shift, the changes in distribution channels and 

consumption patterns. The document highlighted the need for more specialised 

skills, for a wider access to funds, and for greater opportunities for mobility and 

circulation of artists and creative workers. 

 Suggestions as for how to create the conditions necessary for this to happen 

included taking into account the role of CIs when building local development plans, 

and create more spaces that would allow interactions between different artistic and 

creative disciplines. Measures implementing this strategy were expected by 2012 

(European Commission, 2010; García Leiva, 2011). 

The discourse was iterated in the 2012 Communication on Promoting cultural and 

creative sectors for growth and jobs in the EU from the European Economic and Social 

Committee and the 2013 Resolution on European cultural and creative sectors as 

sources of economic growth and jobs of the European Parliament. Both stated the 

need to recognise the importance of CIs for their contribution to both economic and 

social development, and also for their intrinsic value. While the documents stressed 

the urgency of a medium-to-long-term strategy and up-to-date statistics, the focus 

remained on the fields of education, digitalisation, access to funding and 

internationalisation (EESC, 2013; European Parliament, 2013b). 
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A more structured reflection on the existing policies was carried out by the 

European Creative Industries Alliance (ECIA) in 2014, in order to elaborate 

suggestions for a new policy agenda. The three main recommendations were: 

stimulating cross-cultural collaboration and finding a way to interest companies in 

the wider economy; offering better support and access to funds, which included 

ensuring SMEs had sufficient business skills to develop their business and setting up 

spaces for coworking and interactions customised to their needs; measuring the 

value of CIs and raising awareness of their potential (ECIA,2014). 

CIs also made an appearance between the four main priorities of the 2015-2018 

Work Plan for Culture, as key drivers for the creative economy and innovation. The 

focus was, once more, on the access to finance, the promotion of innovative business 

models, possibly with cultural and creative cross-overs, and the development of 

initiatives that could be classified as examples of sustainable cultural tourism 

(European Council, 2014; UNESCO, 2017). 

The 2016 Resolution on A coherent EU policy for cultural and creative industries 

highlighted again the important role of CIs in generating vibrant, innovative regions, 

and stressed the need to develop suitable indicators for their monitoring, to 

digitalise the sector and increase community participation and knowledge, mostly 

through educational programmes. The collection of best practices of cities and 

regions across Europe was also suggested as a way to identify transferrable policies 

(European Parliament, 2016).  

On the same year, the European Commission published the Smartguide to cluster 

policy. The document described clusters as “central to the implementation of 

Europe’s growth strategy” and encouraged interested parties to guard against 

forcing their creation, analysing other common problems linked to their 

establishment and management (European Commission, 2016). 

A significant and structured effort to map out the role of public policies in the 

development of CIs was made in the 2018 report of the OMC working group of 

member states’ experts, developed within the framework of the European Agenda 

for Culture. After a reminder of the fact that CIs are the future tool for Europe’s 

growth, as they perform well and are recognised by several EU policy documents 
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and initiatives, the document asserts that post-2020 Europe should invest more on 

these sectors. The report then proceeds to show the results of the mapping of 

existing policies and linked best practices carried out by the experts’ group, focusing 

on three macro-areas: policies, support structures, and cross-cultural cooperation.  

The analysis of policy measures reveals some interesting points: coupled with the 

ever-present problems of lack of quantitative indicators, intellectual property rights 

protection and social security, the group highlights also the low consideration of CIs 

for the wider economy, the need for a better understanding of CIs specific needs, a 

lack of clarity of their contribution to the innovation process, and need for a greater 

openness to allow truly multi-disciplinary collaborations. Recommendations on 

how to solve these issues include a broader definition of innovation, not necessarily 

focused on digital technologies, a greater regard for the many SMEs and micro-

companies in the field, and the identification of new instruments to favour their 

involvement in the innovation process, such as hubs and incubators. The best 

practices proposed involve mainly mapping exercises and support to incubators, 

accelerators and development centres. 

As for supporting structures, they are described as bottom-up initiatives set up by 

professionals in various fields in order to create their own community. The 

document reminds how they have proven their potential to “promote, facilitate and 

integrate diverse stakeholders into a wider favourable ecosystem”, even though 

“their role and links to the surrounding communities and territories are still to be 

further explored”.  

Challenges in these area refer to the fact that CIs often do not fit the requirements 

to be acknowledged by these support structures, the fact that they still struggle to 

promote cross-overs, the lack of qualitative measurements but, most importantly, 

the complexity of sustaining these activities for the long term, the fact that they often 

do not have either a strategic role in local development plans or a clear mission, and 

the lack of management professionals with competencies that encompass both the 

cultural and economic field. Recommendations consist of a warning to target and 

include CIs more, to provide for financial support to cover operational costs, to 

develop reliable indicators, to facilitate access to non-used spaces and support 

bottom-up practices. 
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Cross-sectoral cooperation is described as a mutually beneficial practice that 

suffers from the lack of a clear framework in the public sector, coupled with 

budgetary constraints, the difficult question of measuring its impact, the lack of 

awareness about its potential and a general reluctance to innovate from some of the 

more traditional sub-sectors of CIs (OMC, 2018). 

Of all these considerations, few seem to have influenced the elaboration of the 2019-

2022 Work Plan for Culture. Even though “boosting jobs and growth in CCS by 

fostering arts and culture” is one of the three strategic objectives of the document, 

the initiatives are confined to the educational field. Cross-sectoral collaborations are 

also mentioned, but merely as a tool to enhance cohesion and well-being inside the 

community (European Council, 2018).  

2.2 MAIN TENDENCIES 

Over the last decades, many have tried to offer a systemic view of the existing 

policies, trying to classify them to better understand the preferred approaches, and 

the resources used to implement them. Naturally, every attempt has yielded 

different results, producing a vast array of models: the three ‘scripts’ indicated by 

Krueger (Krueger and Buckingham, 2009), the four (Sacco and Crociata, 2013) or 

five (Grodach, 2013) approaches selected by others, the four main discourses 

analysed by Mommaas (Mommaas, 2004), the three development strategies of 

Lysgård (Lysgård, 2016), the two directions pinpointed by O’Connor (Banks and 

O’Connor, 2017), or the eight categories of Yin-Hao (Yu-Yun and Yin-Hao, 2017).  

Given the common data they all take into consideration, the various elaborations all 

show many similarities, even while analysing the situation from different point of 

views. All things considered, Sacco and Crociata’s four approaches seem to 

constitute the more encompassing description. 

2.2.1 Educational policies 

Many European policies, even in recent years, still target the more traditional fields 

of Cultural Heritage preservation and education. Many initiatives are directed at 

guaranteeing a wider exposure of the general public to ‘high culture’, coupled with 

an increasing focus on the importance of creativity within educational programs 
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(García Leiva, 2011). This reform of educational programs is deemed necessary both 

to provide the CIs sector with highly trained and specialised workers, and to raise 

the general awareness regarding the potential of culture and creativity, so far still 

perceived as an expensive moral obligation for national governments. 

This attitude is reflected in the European Parliament Resolution from 2013, but 

becomes even more explicit in the following one from 2016, which endeavours to 

spread through education programmes the idea that everyone can learn to exploit 

their creative drive, while also doubling the effort to train new generations in order 

to avoid the extinction of traditional arts and crafts (European Parliament, 

2013b;2016).  

The support to Cultural Heritage and the will to offer a wider accessibility to cultural 

activities are also between the main priorities of the 2007-2013 Culture Programme, 

plus the 2015-2018 and 2019-2022 Work Plans for Culture (García Leiva, 2011; 

European Council, 2014; 2018). 

2.2.2 Progressive policies 

As detailed in the review of cultural policies, they were first introduced at a 

European level in the hope of exploiting culture as a tool to bring people together, 

building a community and a common identity through the sharing of cultural 

activities and experiences. Starting with the very first framework elaborated 

between 1988 and 1992, this theme has remained a constant presence up until the 

2010s, featuring in the 2002-2006 Culture Programme, the 2002-2004 Work Plan 

for Culture, the 2007 Agenda for Culture, and the 2007-2013 Culture Programme. 

Through initiatives linked to the arts and other cultural fields, policies have tried to 

improve intercultural dialogue, promote the importance of cultural diversity, 

overcome social exclusion and bring people together. In a long-term perspective, 

these goals should concur to the betterment of communities’ well-being and to the 

generation of new knowledge (Mommaas, 2004; KEA, 2009; García Leiva, 2011; 

Sacco and Crociata, 2013). 
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2.2.3 Economic policies 

Economic policies revolve around the attempt to increase the appeal of cities and/or 

regions to external investors. This impellent need arose after the aforementioned 

crisis of the manufacturing industry, when many areas that had previously thrived 

on mining, farming and industry were forced to search for alternative ways to 

ensure the economic stability of their territory (Harvey et al., 2012). As previously 

explained, many policies concerning culture and creativity were carried out, on both 

a European and national level, through an economic lens, even when the economic 

results were not explicitly mentioned within the priorities of the initiative. 

These policies have adopted, so far, two complementary approaches. On one side we 

have what Grodach defines the ‘conventional’ model: cities often endeavour to 

support the cultural sectors by granting tax abatements, land write-downs and 

minimal labour standards. Frequently, a separate Arts Council or other devoted 

institutions are created to support the activities through local programs and 

initiatives. This is combined with an extensive number of marketing and branding 

campaigns in order to attract a larger number of tourists and creative workers 

(Mommaas 2004; Grodach, 2013; Lysgård, 2016; Yu-Yun and Yin-Hao, 2017). 

The other approach is the one identified by many as the ‘Creative City’ model, aimed 

at creating the new trendy and appealing spot for all interested CIs and independent 

creative workers. Based on Florida’s description of the creative class’s interests, 

interventions in this area vary between the exploitation of local assets through 

blockbuster events and the creation of landmark buildings to be used as art spaces 

where things are simply “bound to happen” (Krueger and Buckingham, 2009; 

Grodach, 2013; Sacco and Crociata, 2013; Banks and O’Connor, 2017). 

2.2.4 Regenerative policies 

As the idea of ‘clusters’ and the benefits connected to them began to spread, EU 

policies focused on investments for the requalification of the urban fabric, usually 

connected to clustering efforts, with all the activities required to set up these 

structures. The transformation of former derelict industrial sites through 

requalification and revitalisation policies and planning was justified in the attempt 
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to provide artists and creative workers with affordable spaces and other 

infrastructures that fit their needs (Mommaas, 2004; Krueger and Buckingham, 

2009; Grodach, 2013; Sacco and Crociata, 2013; Lysgård, 2016; Yu-Yun and Yin-Hao, 

2017). 

These initiatives were coupled with the increasingly frequent policies encouraging 

the adoption of a more entrepreneurial approach to cultural and creative sectors 

and the creation of more spaces specifically dedicated to stimulating creativity and 

innovation. Starting from the policies experimented in Sheffield at the end of the 

1990s, the ‘cultural fix’ for industrial sites quickly entered international policies, 

becoming a constant recommendation in the last years.  

The 2005 UNESCO Convention recommended the creation of occasions for capacity 

building and specialised training, while the 2010 White Paper highlighted the 

importance of creating more spaces were creative minds could interact. Both 

recommendations were iterated by the document produced in 2014 by ECIA and 

analysed in a more structured manner in the 2018 OMC Report, which strongly 

suggested the creation of new support structures, in the form of hubs, incubators 

and accelerators (UNESCO, 2005; European Commission, 2010; ECIA, 2014; OMC, 

2018).  

2.3 TRANSFORMING DREAMS INTO ACTIONS 

The general policies elaborated at European level are translated into concrete 

actions through the activities supported by single projects, be they at European, 

national, regional or local level. Among them, projects financed by the European 

Union usually have the widest reach and, supposedly, the greatest influence over the 

trends of the sector and its future evolutions. A brief analysis of the main types of 

resources rendered available by these projects highlights some common points and 

tendencies, that might be conductive to the understanding of the actual state of the 

art of the CIs field. 

2.3.1 The Interreg MED Programme 

Interreg MED is one of the many programmes through which the EU subsidises and 

supports transnational cooperation projects between member states. It links 
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together 13 countries from the Northern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, including 

France, Italy, Greece, Spain, UK and Portugal. The 2014-2020 programme is 

dedicated to the promotion of “sustainable growth of the region” through projects 

aimed at the development of new concepts and/or practices, or at the promotion of 

responsible ways to use resources.  

The four main axes of the programme are: Low-carbon Economy, Governance, 

Natural and Cultural Resources (with projects aimed at biodiversity protection and 

sustainable tourism), and Innovation. The last axis concerns blue and green growth, 

social innovation and CIs innovation. The latter is generated through the 

development of clusters and networks, with the addition of knowledge transfer and 

awareness-raising activities. 

As already suggested by the analysis of general policies, regenerative initiative 

revolving around the concept of clusters and incubators have become the main tool 

for support programmes in the fields of culture and creativity, so much so that 

“Culture is now seen as the magic substitute for all the lost factories and warehouses, 

and as a device that will create a new urban image” (Hall, 2000; Harvey et al., 2012). 

But which resources were put in place by each project to make this become a reality? 

The following table analyses ten projects directed at CIs over the last ten years. For 

the sake of similarity and comparability, they all belong to the Interreg MED 

Programme and to the same axis. The comparison shows four main types of 

interventions: the construction of a dedicated space, be it physical or digital; the 

allocation of funds; the availability of specialised training; the elaboration of 

mapping exercises and best practices (BPs) lists. 
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2.3.2 Maps of true places 

The earliest projects revolved mostly around the exploration of the clustering 

phenomenon though attempts at mapping the more interesting areas and collecting 

examples of best practices for further studies on their transferability (Van der Borg 

and Russo, 2010). 

CREATIVE METROPOLES is a project run between 2008 and 2011, focused mostly 

on the exchange of knowledge and good practices. The network involved 

municipalities and local management agencies, tasked with the elaboration of 

strategies for public support and development of creative city districts. The 

activities carried out included a series of events and study visits, plus a mapping of 

local CIs. The final outputs included a catalogue of BPs divided into four macro-

areas: access to finance; cluster promotion; demand enhancement; space creation. 

Many of the chosen examples were incubators, coworking spaces or creative 

districts created in revitalised industrial areas, with a stronger focus on the 

building/quartier itself rather than on the processes and activities going on inside. 

Table 2. Main types of interventions 
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CLUSNET, which also ran from 2008 to 2011, focused on the analysis of existing 

cluster support policies in the involved territories, focusing on settings, objectives, 

and processes that influenced productivity and economic impact. The final output 

consisted in a series of recommendations that highlighted seven ‘innovation gaps’, 

all revolving around the lack of interactions and collaborations between local actors 

(education and research centres, public institutions, firms and clusters). Suggestions 

for each partner varied from more specialised training, to the involvement of public 

authorities in the cluster's administration, to global branding. 

Med-KED, a programme carried on between 2010 and 2013, relied on partners’ best 

practices and experience to create a network based on knowledge transfer and carry 

on joint actions to enhance business competitiveness and access to funds. The 

results of the project were then capitalised on by the ACCELMED project. 

2.2.3 Blueprints for building 

The central part of the decade consisted in attempts to enhance the role of clusters 

and other spaces dedicated to CIs, and to diffuse the model in as many sectors as 

possible, through the construction of either physical infrastructures or digital 

meeting spaces for virtual communities (Van der Borg and Russo, 2010). 

CHORD (2009-2011) focused on clustering attempts dedicated to Cultural Heritage 

in rural areas, seen as a tool to help accelerate local development. The project 

elaborated a marketing strategy for these clusters, while also helping strengthen 

decision-making, vision, governance and impact on local level. The programme 

focused on marketing and planning as a sure way to increase attractiveness and 

economic value, without much attention to the nature of the initiatives promoted, 

and the possibilities of introducing new collaboration that might reveal unexplored 

potential. 

CMC (Clusters Meet Culture) ran between 2012 and 2014, and created a dedicated 

web platform, conceived as a place to create and facilitate connections between art, 

culture and tourism, in order to generate new itineraries and dilute tourist flows 

from major cultural destinations. The dialogue between local clusters and operators 

in tourism destination management allowed the definition of the new routes. 
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ACCELMED was carried on between 2012 and 2015. Building on the results from 

Med-KED, the project created an online platform were partners and interested 

actors could find and share funding opportunities, and four acceleration programs 

for interested companies. 

CRE:HUB (2016-2020) is a running project that aims to create hubs for regional 

development. The eight participating regions will analyse their territory and 

establish a group of interested stakeholders, then proceed to elaborate a Roadmap 

and an Action Plan for the implementation of the project. The established hubs will 

provide SMEs in the CIs field with managerial and financial skills and help them 

navigate the early stages of their development, improving their ability to get access 

to funding opportunities, and helping them realise their potential.  

2.2.4 Training Season 

Lately, an increasing number of projects has shifted the focus towards the creation 

of specialised training programs inside existing structures, in order to ensure that 

SMEs and independent actors in the field get access to the managerial and financial 

skills they might be missing. This has become one of the main and more promoted 

features of many spaces devoted to fostering cultural and creative activities. 

ChIMERA (2016-2019) tries to reflect on how to best foster cooperation between 

different actors and the innovation that might result from it. Each partner is asked 

to formulate a strategic action plan and a cluster action plan to detail all the action 

to be executed inside the infrastructure in order to open up the dialogue.  

4helix+ (2018-2020) focuses on stimulating encounters between maritime clusters 

and creative spaces like Fab Labs, coworking spaces and creative hubs, promoting 

coaching (the content of which should fill any gap between the two fields and include 

managerial skills), and funding the development of “cross-cultural and trans-

boundary innovation”.  

Chebec (2018-2020) is a project aimed at “hacking the Mediterranean economy 

through the Creative and Cultural sector”. The objective is that of supporting 

talented artists and creative workers in their attempts to reach the market while 

also maintaining their identity and specificity. This is realised by helping them 
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develop the necessary competencies and skills to pitch their projects to investors 

and to ensure the sustainability of their business idea.  

 

2.4 SPACE CHRONICLES 

As shown in the previous paragraphs, in the last two decades the attention has 

progressively shifted on the physical spaces where CIs reside and operate, and on 

the services and opportunities that these infrastructures offer to ensure their 

development. This, in turn, has generated an increasingly long list of terms 

connected to CIs, each corresponding to a slightly different phenomenon or, more 

precisely, to a slightly different spatial configuration. The various spaces dedicated 

nowadays to the development of CIs are supposed to present different 

characteristics, attuned to the specific needs of their specific user. The following 

description of the main categories of spaces will be followed by a brief comparison 

of the results, to determine the main features of each one, and their actual focus. 

2.4.1 Cluster 

The idea of cluster was born in the late 1970s, and adapted to CIs by economic 

geography twenty years later. Between 1998 and 2000, Michael Porter defined it as 

a dense group of geographically proximate firms operating in a specific field, deeply 

interconnected between themselves and with all associated institutions 

(universities, research centres, business associations) and actors (specialised 

suppliers, service providers, connected firms from related industries) (Porter, 

1998). The main characteristics of a cluster are the relatively close proximity of the 

involved firms, and its strong embeddedness in the local context, hence its 

dependency on local society, culture and politics. As for cultural clusters, they have 

been analysed by three main studies (Valentino, 2001; Santagata, 2002; Sacco & 

Pedrini, 2003). They can be present at urban, local or regional level, and tie together 

producers of cultural and creative goods and services that usually complement each 

other. 

There is nothing inherently new about the concept of clustering: small enterprises 

operating in the same industry have been grouping together in the same areas for 
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thousands of years in order to reap the benefits. Agglomeration, in fact, allows firms 

to reduce transportation costs for intermediary goods, and fosters a market of 

employees with specific and specialised skills. The most important benefit, though, 

is the knowledge spill-over that is supposed to happen when new ideas and 

technologies circulate through interaction and are thus successfully applied 

elsewhere. As explained by the NESTA report in 2010, the constant interactions and 

connections represent the difference between simple agglomeration and clustering. 

Following this description of the phenomenon, the many policies generated through 

the years have adopted the conviction that, once established, clusters can grow 

independently, and that the continuous interactions within the cluster and with 

external firms are bound to happen spontaneously. Some clusters, like the ones 

dedicated to innovation, are defined as a “Petri dish” (Armstrong), offering an 

environment rich of interesting opportunities where new ventures can be placed in 

order to let them germinate and flourish. This belief has generated some critics 

(Musterd et al., 2007) concerning the possibility of building a generic cluster model 

and, most of all, the possibility of creating through top-down policies what seems to 

be the fruit of spontaneous interactions between innovative individuals and 

companies, if not the result of sheer coincidence. 

2.4.2 District 

The concept of district was used in Principles of Economics (Marshall, 1890) to 

indicate the local concentration of a large number of SMEs with similar 

characteristics. As noted by some studies (Santagata, 2001) what is now widely used 

as a sustainable tool for economic growth was considered by Marshall as a thing of 

the past, destined to vanish after the rise of big corporations.  

An industrial district, much like a cluster, benefits from the free circulation of ideas 

and people, the reduction in unit costs, and the fact that, once established, customers 

will be willing to travel there from afar to find a specific product or service. Cultural 

districts exploit the cultural link to the local community to generate goods and 

services with both economic and cultural value. Inside the broader category, four 

different but sometimes complementary models can be identified 

(Santagata,2002;2006): 
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- Industrial cultural districts are the result of the embeddedness of small 

enterprises in a context with particular social and cultural conditions. For 

this phenomenon to emerge, several elements are deemed necessary: a 

profound trust and continuous interactions between the SMEs and the local 

community; the opportunity to obtain significant increases in returns to scale 

and returns to scope; a local source of financing willing to back the activities 

of the district together with public support; an open mindset to national and 

international relations; a high rate of birth of new firms and, most of all, the 

willingness to grow together as one entity. If effective, the activities of the 

district will create human and material resources tailored to the specificity 

of the local industry (atelier effect), and accelerate the rate of birth of new 

products and innovation. 

- Institutional cultural districts usually identify the restricted area of 

production of a given product or service, recognised by an institution 

through the allocation of property rights and/or trademarks. In these areas, 

the production process is hence strongly connected to the local savoir-vivre, 

and to all the elements of the local culture that maintain the process alive 

through the years. 

- Museum cultural districts are the result of a public policy, and revolve 

around a museum and its connections to the local artistic community. In this 

case, grouping together represents an opportunity to increase the total 

amount of visitors, thus increasing the demand for hotels, restaurants and 

other connected services, while also spreading the money flow to cultural 

services, crafts and design-based activities involved in the network. 

- Metropolitan cultural districts include performing arts, museums, 

producers of culture-based goods and related services located in a 

metropolitan setting. While museum cultural districts are usually located in 

the historical part of a city, and build their strength on the importance of the 

preserved heritage, this category exploits the ability to generate new cultural 

content. 
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Just like in a cluster, the mere presence in spatial proximity of many SMEs is a 

necessary but not sufficient condition for the creation of a district. What truly 

matters is the interdependency of the firms.  

2.4.3 Incubator 

The first incubator detected by literature is the Batavia Industrial Center, born in 

1959 in New York. A building of considerable dimensions left empty after the 

bankruptcy of a big corporation was split between various tenants, who later 

decided to share the fee for managerial training. Between the 1960s and the 1970s, 

incubators entered government policies as a fire-proof tool to revitalise the 

economy after the failure of big firms, reaching their moment of maximum fame in 

the 90s (Hackett & Dilts, 2004). 

The National Business Incubation Association (NBIA) defines the incubator as a 

support process that helps “start-ups and fledgling companies” (Dempwolf et Al., 

2014) with resources and services to reach financial and managerial stability by the 

end of the program. Recruited companies cross many different industries, and 

usually stay in the incubator for a period of time that varies between one and five 

years, until they reach maturity. 

The main components of an incubator can be cut down to four (Bergek & Normann, 

2008): shared office space at favourable conditions for the length of the program; a 

number of shared support services in order to reduce costs; professional business 

coaching and training (accounting, legal matters, business development advice, 

financial assistance); an internal and external network and/or institutional 

mediation. 

Art incubators usually provide both assistance and display space, working at the 

same time as a source of commissions and a safety net. Results show that few of their 

activities translates into financial results, and that the majority is not able to bring 

artists to the actual market, failing to connect them with other sectors and 

industries. Moreover, the few that do succeed seem to focus exclusively on design 

and digital technologies, ignoring the artistic core of CIs (Grodach, 2011). 
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So far, much of the focus has been on the benefits brought forth by incubators, such 

as the increase in economic development and the stimulation of new technologies 

and research. Still, two main problems remain: the nature of the incubator and the 

definition and evaluation of its performance. 

The mere term ‘incubator’ brings to mind the idea of something sickly, weak and in 

urgent need of care. It refers to an aseptic machinery that keeps alive something that 

would not survive in the outside world, and constantly monitors its (slow) progress. 

The main rule of incubators is that accepted companies should be “weak but 

promising”. Their case must be appealing, but they are usually doomed to fail 

because of lacking resources, be they financial, material or intangible.  The 

incubation program takes them in to try and increase their chances of surviving 

their formative years, hoping they’ll be strong enough once they are forced to leave.  

As for the definition of performance and outcome evaluation, many models have 

been elaborated through the years, without reaching a consensus. The literature has 

provided a long list of indicators to measure the success of both incubators 

(occupancy, number of jobs created, number of graduated firms, number of 

discontinued projects, entity of the network, participation of investors, number of 

trade relationships between tenants) and incubates (number of jobs, revenues, 

number of patents and applications, number of new products, strategic alliances).  

The results show incubators are extremely effective tools to attract businesses in a 

certain area, but experience severe difficulties maintaining the jobs and companies 

running in the long period. More importantly, all the indicators focus on measuring 

data without relating them to the processual aspect of the program, thus ignoring 

the relation between results and the way the whole process is organised and 

managed (Campbell & Allen, 1987; Allen & McCluskey, 1990; Phillips, 2002). 

2.4.4 Accelerator 

Another model that is sometimes used as a synonym for incubator is that of the 

accelerator. Just like the former, it consists of a program aimed at helping new 

ventures bring their idea to the market. The similarities between the two categories 

have led to some inconsistency, therefore the NBIA decided to clarify the main 

differences (Dempwolf et al., 2014). Incubators are usually non-profit programs that 
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span many different sectors, last at least a year and act simply as a broker between 

incubates and investors. Accelerators are often privately funded (although a study 

conducted by NESTA shows accelerators in EU have adapted the American model to 

government-funded programs), focused on technology and oriented towards profit. 

The duration of the organised bootcamps is usually much shorter, spanning from 

one to three months, and the program directly provides seed funding in exchange 

for a small percentage of future profits.  

Although both provide mentoring, training workshops and opportunities for 

networking, accelerators do not normally offer office space, even though they 

usually set a meeting space or some remote form of contact. The program 

culminates with a demo day, absent in incubators, during which the start-ups can 

present their beta programs to investors. Acceleration programs can be 

differentiated between university accelerators, innovation accelerators and social 

accelerators. The last category is used for non-profit start-ups and requires some 

adaptation of the business model to fit the nature of public goods. 

Even though they are widely used by both private and public organizations in the 

EU, the effectiveness of accelerators has yet to be proved by hard data. Due to their 

private nature, most of the existing ones are not bound to disclose information about 

their performance. Therefore, what we know about the survival and success rate of 

the involved firms is not sufficient to justify support policies at any level. 

2.4.5 Fab Lab 

The term Fab Lab stands for Fabrication Laboratory. The first example was born at 

the beginning of the century from the course How To Make (Almost) Anything, held 

by professor Neil Gershenfeld at the MIT’s Center for Bits and Atoms (CBA). The over 

350 labs we can count today (Gadjanski, 2015) are a (slightly) more organised 

version of the first local lab, structured in a global network that spans over 40 

countries. The coordinator role is detained by the Fab Foundation at MIT, but it 

mainly consists in providing services that local labs cannot access or afford on their 

own. 

Fab Labs can be described as workshops that provide to a large public the tools, the 

technology and the instructions to realise their own products, fit to solve their own 
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problems (Stacey, 2014; Posch et al., 2010; Gadjanski, 2015). They are open to many 

different categories of users: students can find a place to deepen their 

understanding of STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths) free from the 

practices and structures of traditional schooling; members of the local community 

may find the tools and materials to solve local problems overlooked by institutions; 

small entrepreneurs might find the opportunity to work on their prototypes, getting 

them ready for the market (Stacey, 2014). 

The main values of the model are: collaboration, decentralization, participation and 

democratization (Gershenfeld, 2008). While creators detain property rights, in fact, 

the goal of Fab Labs is to share as much of the process as possible with the other 

members and the whole network. Projects and ideas developed inside one lab might 

be picked up again by another across the world and adapted to local needs. The real 

impact of Fab Labs on society is exactly the result of the collaborations and 

innovations shared inside the network.    

As far as measuring this impact, though, data seems to be insufficient. Even though 

the phenomenon has rapidly spread through both developed and developing 

countries, it is still in the early stages, hence it is not possible to properly assess its 

impact (Mikhak et al., 2002). From the existing literature three main problems 

seems to emerge: the first is connected to the loose governance model adopted by 

the MIT. Some studies (Stacey, 2014) are concerned about its ability to balance the 

uniformity of the model with the uniqueness of each local lab, and about how this 

might impede the full exploitation of the benefits generated by collaboration. Others 

(Gadjanski, 2015) claim the need of a bigger effort in the promotion and regulation 

of Fab Labs’ activities, coupled with a stronger networking activity. 

Moreover, the term seems to be perceived as ‘interchangeable’ with many other 

forms of community-based work environments, from the more general coworking 

space and innovation lab, to the more focused on digital productions like 

hackerspace, makerspace and techshop (Cavalcanti, 2013). This information 

highlights how blurred the lines between different models and spaces truly are once 

translated into real, existing activities. 
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Finally, the analysis of the first years of life of Fab Labs (Mikhak et al., 2002) have 

shown that the fundamental element, especially at the starting point, is the physical 

presence of someone familiar with the inner working of the lab, who can guide the 

users and teach them how to interact between themselves and with the machinery. 

2.4.6 Coworking Spaces 

Coworking spaces are shared work settings rented on a daily, weekly or monthly 

basis where users can work individually in the company of others. Frequented 

mainly by freelancers and self-entrepreneurs, they were born with The Spiral Muse, 

founded in 2005 in San Francisco, and rapidly multiplied: the last survey counted 

almost 2.500 spaces in the many ‘creative cities’ of the world (Gandini, 2015). Just 

like clustering and agglomeration, the concept is not entirely new (Uda, 2013): 

similar experiences were born in the artistic field, with the French Cafés Litteraires 

or Andy Warhol’s Factory, and have now expanded themselves to all fields of the so-

called ‘knowledge economy’. 

Various studies (Gandini, 2015; Merkel, 2015; Moriset, 2013; Bouncken and 

Reuschl, 2016) have identified a series of causes for the re-emergence of this 

phenomenon. The main one seems to be the need to find a solution to the structural 

changes in the labour market during the recession. Richard Florida’s creative class 

(Florida, 2002) failed to regenerate western economy, and ended up exacerbating 

the existing inequalities and class divisions, ‘condemning’ freelancers to precarious 

positions, multiple jobs and low wages. Coworking spaces seem to fit with the 

flexibility of these new forms of employment. 

Another reason stemming from the nature of freelance work is the necessity to make 

up for the lack of social contact and escape boredom, while at the same time 

receiving recognition by people working in similar fields. Lastly, coworking spaces 

are a more cost-effective solution if compared with the expense of renting one’s own 

office space. 

So far, the literature seems to have accepted the phenomenon as inevitable and 

inevitably positive (Gandini, 2015) without considering the lack of data on certain 

aspects, and the evidence supplied by the few facts available. While the attempts at 

measuring the real empowerment of the workers have been virtually non-existent, 
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the 2nd Coworking Survey conducted by Deskmag in 2011 showed that 60% of 

coworking spaces were not profitable, and the remaining 40% was made up by the 

bigger spaces, leaving the majority struggling (Bouncken and Reuschl, 2016). The 

buzz created around this phenomenon might additionally lead to another ‘bubble’, 

just like the one created by Florida, should the building expectations be 

disappointed once more (Gandini, 2015). 

Furthermore, the observation of coworkers’ motivation (Spinuzzi, 2012; Gandini, 

2015, Bouncken and Reuschl, 2016) has rendered evident that their main goal in 

accessing these spaces is that of entertaining social relations, not simply for their 

personal pleasure, but in order to achieve a reputation and obtain an economic 

return. As the next chapter will show, in a field in which value is defined by the 

number and quality of contacts, interactions with individuals from linked sectors 

can be a crucial factor for success.  

Nevertheless, data on relations inside coworking spaces is extremely limited 

(Bouncken and Reuschl, 2016): some simply note how, even though people work in 

the same space, interactions do not happen automatically (Uda, 2013). Just a few 

focus their attention on the role of the host (Spinuzzi, 2012; Merkel, 2015) as an 

intermediary, nurturing figure, or even a curator of the relationships inside the 

space. 

2.4.7 Hub 

Hub is probably the term with the broader sense. The Cambridge Dictionary defines 

it as “the central or main part of something, where there is most activity” or “the 

place where things happen, and decisions are taken”. As such, hubs can take many 

different forms, from collaborative spaces to incubators, and present several sub-

types (Toivonen and Friederici, 2015). 

We can distinguish creative hubs, like the ones involved in the project led by the 

British Council and co-funded by the EU (www.creativehubs.eu); cultural hubs, 

revolving around museums and galleries as in the study by ArtFund; innovation 

hubs, promoted by the European Institute of Innovation and Technology and 

dedicated to the development of innovative products and services. 

http://www.creativehubs.eu/
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A typical hub is described as a space with “wooden furniture, large desks, brick 

walls, white boards, a foosball table, at least some artwork, shared kitchen spaces, a 

coffee bar, meeting rooms, and bean bags” (Toivonen and Friederici, 2015). What a 

hub actually should be, though, is something that brings people together, building 

collaborative communities formed by heterogeneous members. It should also 

encourage the sharing of clashing ideas and skill sets in order to generate innovation 

and foster creativity (Reddington; Toivonen and Friederici, 2015).  

Just like with the other models, the literature tends to ignore the role of the 

relational element in the functioning process of the hub. Insights on the activities 

and the people that actually use the space are sparse, and usually come from the 

inside, through the reflections of directors and workers (Reddington). 

2.4.8 Platform 

In colloquial speech, a platform is usually meant as “a raised level surface on which 

people or things can stand” (Oxford Dictionary); in business, it is a model that 

facilitates interactions and exchanges between interdependent groups in order to 

create value (Moazed, 2016). Nowadays, platforms are mostly exclusively digital, 

and are thought of as the basic element of the ‘sharing economy’, which consists of 

making profits by sharing under-utilised assets (Chandler, 2016).  

The nature of these assets ranges from payment services to material products, 

including also social networks, investments, gaming and software development. 

What all these different activities have in common is the matchmaking. A platform 

builds networks of users and resources accessible on demand. Its strength is not in 

the production value chain, but in the connections it is able to create and 

subsequently transform in transactions for its users (Moazed, 2016).  

The model is still in constant evolution, though the first problems have already 

emerged. The regulation of platforms is still a grey area, and the future development 

of the technology and the way it will be used are a pressing cause of concern (Kenney 

and Zysman, 2016). 
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2.4.9 The bigger picture 

The analysis conducted on each of these spaces reveals several common points, 

repeated or noticeably absent from each description: 

- Tech focus; 

- Coaching opportunities; 

- Networking opportunities; 

- Presence of a coordinator; 

- Shared knowledge; 

- Shared office space; 

- Shared services; 

- Embeddedness in the local territory. 

 

Depending on the type of space, its function and the kind of CIs it usually hosts, each 

dimension is deemed to be more or less important. The following table lines up all 

the different combinations, to allow a brief comparison. Two aspects seem to 

emerge above all others, both frequently cited as the main benefit of such spaces, 

and consequently the main reason for the success of the hosted companies: 

networking and shared knowledge. 

Table 3. Main features of creative spaces 
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There is little doubt about the fact that the main role of these spaces should be that 

of bringing together actors that might benefit from the (relatively) close proximity. 

As already explained, the possibility of sharing ideas and knowledge with others 

from complementary or similar sectors can be the source of a CI’s competitive 

advantage. Hence, on a theoretical point of view, it is clear that the main benefit of 

this set up resides in the communications and interactions that are enabled. It is also 

interesting to notice that the importance of the presence of a coordinating figure, 

while remarked upon by several users and actors as crucial to the whole process, 

has not been further explored and studied. 

Furthermore, there seems to be a discrepancy between the opinion of the literature 

and the features used to usually describe the spaces and market them to CIs, start-

uppers and other interested parties. Nowadays in fact, as the previous analysis 

already suggested, the focus seems to have shifted to the more material and concrete 

assets of incubators, hubs and clusters, such as the opportunity of coaching sessions 

with experts, together with the other shared services and the office space made 

available to all participants.  

This widespread rhetoric might have misled policymakers into believing that the 

existence of a space dedicated to art, culture and creativity, offering management 

classes and help with the development of business plans is all that is needed to help 

the growth of CIs, disregarding the connection that seems to exist between their 

emergence and the place where they are born, rather than the space they occupy.  
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3- ALL THAT IS SOLID MELTS INTO AIR 

 

 

3.1 IS IT WORKING? 

“After two decades of promotion and investment in creative clusters, 

quarters, hubs, and partnerships, in flexible contracts, non-hierarchical 

working and portfolio careers, in art…we find that work in the creative 

economy remains deeply unequal and profoundly unjust” (Banks and 

O’Connor, 2017).  

 

For a sector that is supposed to represent the new, bright future of the European 

economy, CIs have so far gathered a consistent body of critiques, revolving mostly 

around a few recurring points such as gentrification, sustainability, problematic 

delineation of involved activities, lack of empirical results and of fertile 

environments. The time may have come, given the evidence from literature 

spanning the last decades, to reconsider exactly where policies concerning CIs have 

been leading the Cultural and Creative field. 

3.1.1 Gentrification and sustainability 

The problem of gentrification emerged as soon as Florida’s idea of the Creative Class 

began to spread, if not before (Lund Hansen et al., 2001): strategies supporting the 

revitalisation of urban district by allowing artists and creatives to settle in a derelict 

urban area and bring it back to life often ended up with mixed results. The real estate 

prices would eventually become too high for creative workers to afford, forcing 

them to move elsewhere and transforming the quarter in a new, exclusive 

neighbourhood (Krueger and Buckingham, 2009; Grodach, 2011; Marco-Serrano, 

2014; OMC, 2018). 

Some described this as the ‘artistic mode of production’: the often-illegal use of the 

warehouses by artists would initially be tolerated by the local authorities as they 

would revitalise the district for free. Later on, once the area had gathered some 
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attention, re-zoning ordinances and colonisation by wealthier tenants would begin, 

chasing artists out of their neighbourhood (Hamnett, 2009). By that time, initiatives 

aimed at social innovation would be almost contradictory: more often than not, 

small, local organisation would be erased by big, high-profile ones, and the ‘harsh 

reality’ shown to participants would be almost staged (McLean, 2014). 

The extreme focus on the power and potential of creativity, in fact, has led policy-

makers to overlook the less pleasant parts of the artistic and innovation process, or 

to transform them in something suddenly desirable, included in the new ‘aesthetics’. 

Graffiti and life in poor, run-down neighbourhoods were, in the last decades, 

magically re-enchanted to appeal to creative workers as the perfect spot to finally 

launch their career (Amin and Thrift, 2007). Hippies and drug-dealers, which would 

usually be considered obstacles, are now part of the charm of these dangerous but 

enticing neighbourhoods (Peck, 2013). At the same time, once the gentrification 

process starts, they became undesirable, and are consequently pushed out of the 

pictures. The ideal district recreates the feel of ‘the streets’ without the unwanted 

and disagreeable elements (MacLeod, 2002). 

Meanwhile, the model oriented the majority of workers towards extremely flexible, 

minimally-paid employment, failing to achieve a fair distribution of work and 

keeping up with the image of the “poor-but-determined artist-genius” 

(Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005; Banks and O’Connor, 2017). 

Another problem linked to the construction or revitalisation of creative spaces 

turned out to be that of their sustainability. The creative answer for many cities that 

didn’t have their own built heritage was to create their own, spectacular attraction 

in the form of museums, opera houses and cultural centres (Pratt, 2011). These big, 

flagship sites that follow what Falk defined the “Starbucks-and-stadiums” approach 

(Falk, 2009) represent costly, long-term investments that only major centres are 

able to successfully afford in terms of resources and endurance (Kong, 2000; OMC, 

2018). This strong limitation collided with the idea that creativity could be exploited 

everywhere, and concurred to an uneven development of the sector (Banks and 

O’Connor, 2017).  
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3.1.2 Activities and abilities 

Over the years, many complaints have been made about the too flexible definition of 

the word creativity, and the many different classification of CIs that this has 

originated (Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005). This has led some to believe that the 

notion of ‘creative industries’ was created in order to ‘domesticate’ culture, turning 

it into a mere source of further revenues (García Leiva, 2011).  

Lately, though, additional concerns are emerging around the definition of 

‘innovation’. Institutional reports and dedicated literature alike have highlighted 

how the EU’s idea of ‘innovation’ seems to include only digital and technological 

efforts, so that cultural organisations are not a priority for innovation strategies and 

policy frameworks. This is true to the point that many projects carried out by not-

for-profit cultural organisations usually do not satisfy the requirements of these 

support structures, which focus mainly on ICT and research programmes (KEA, 

2009; García Leiva, 2011; OMC, 2018). 

Another remark has been (timidly) made by the OMC report of 2018, concerning the 

kind of skills required to make sure that the creative spaces achieve their goal of 

fostering the development of CIs. The document reflects on how the established 

settings do not integrate cultural and economic competencies. Apparently, the 

spaces are usually either under the care of business managers unaware of the 

specific needs of cultural and creative activities, or managed by cultural workers 

that lack strategic and/or entrepreneurial skills (OMC, 2018). 

3.1.3 Lack of clear results 

Griffiths and Hansen were probably two of the first experts, back in 1993, to doubt 

the possibility of producing tangible results for these kind of investments in the CIs 

sector (Griffin, 1993; Hansen, 1993). Since then, the debate has developed mostly 

around the lack of suitable quali-quantitative indicators to measure the 

performance of support structures. Many of the recent institutional reports have 

remarked on how difficult it is to obtain performance measurements during the first 

years of activity, and how it is simply impossible to indicate the total, complex 
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output of these infrastructures simply in terms of number of jobs created and 

revenues (ECIA, 2014; European Parliament, 2016; OMC, 2018).   

While this might be true, as management models and indicators were suddenly 

thrusted upon CIs without rethinking and adapting them to the specificity of the 

sector (Amin and Thrift, 2007), the problem might need to be rephrased differently. 

In fact, even though the promotion of support policies is based on the selection of 

success stories and best practices, it seems to lack solid, empirical investigation on 

the results of these activities (Calcagno et al., 2012). 

Through the years, many have tried to alert the community to the lack of hard data 

showing exactly how well CIs are faring. Starting from the beginning of the 2000s, 

the literature has begun to notice how the extent of the impact of CIs on the wider 

economy still needs to be proven with rigorous, empirical research. The same thing 

can be said for Florida’s theory regarding the creative class and for the effectiveness 

of the worldwide policy discourse concerning CIs (Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005; 

Throsby, 2008; Bustamante, 2009; KEA, 2009; Sacco and Crociata, 2013; Rozentale 

and Lavagna, 2014; MacGregor and Madsen, 2018). 

Official reports and statistics seem to either take for granted the contribution of CIs 

to the European GDP (García Leiva, 2011) or, even worse, to convey to the greater 

public numbers that are not comparable or, in some instances, do not even match 

each other (EESC, 2013). The fact that data is collected in completely different ways 

that make the comparison extremely frustrating and difficult is combined with the 

lack of consensus on what exactly must be measured (O’Connor, 2000). Moreover, 

setting aside the fact that many official studies and reports are based on data 

referring to up to four or five years prior to the elaboration of the document, the 

entity of the contribution varies greatly depending on the source.  

In 2013 the Creative Europe Programme considered CIs responsible for 3.3% of the 

European Union’s GDP; the number sky-rocketed to 6.5% for the Council of Europe. 

The aforementioned EESC document from the same year stated that the 

contribution amounted to 4.5% according to data from 2008. This, although, seems 

to be in direct contrast with the 2.6% and/or 3% indicated two years later, 

respectively by the Green Paper and the European Competitiveness Report, in a 
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moment in time were CIs were supposed to be a fast-growing sector of the European 

economy (European Commission, 2010; EESC, 2013; ECIA, 2014). 

While new policies simply keep repeating that the capacity of cultural and creative 

activities to impact on the wider economy has been “proven and recognised” (ECIA, 

2014), others have pointed out how, while systematic attempts at measuring 

creative industries have been ongoing since the end of the 90s, the same thing 

cannot be said for cultural activities. This has brought forth the consideration that 

the term ‘creative’ might have been chosen merely in order to include the ICT and 

digital sector, the only one apparently strong enough to justify the claims about size 

and growth. This fusion would have benefited both parties, as digital technologies 

got to be legitimised as ‘cultural and creative’, while strictly cultural sectors found a 

new source of financial support (Garnham, 2005; Bakhshi, 2016). 

In 2007, Miller wrote that “the discourse on creative industries is intellectually 

unfounded, politically misinformed and economically deformed”; while it might 

seem excessively grim, the affirmation stands true. Many have tried to justify the 

unclear question of measurement by tracing it back to the blurred definition of CIs, 

which makes it difficult to separate between creative and “purely utilitarian” 

products (Bayliss, 2007; EESC, 2013), and hence their respective results. Still, it 

appears to be a weak defence for one of the strongest arguments for infrastructures 

supporting CIs. 

3.1.4 Overcoming silos? 

Another concern that repeatedly appears in several reports and opinions involves 

the lack of communication and interactions between CIs. While the access to funding 

opportunities will always be a pressing concern in the mind of creative workers, 

experts have noticed how damaging it can be for them to exist in what have been 

defined as ‘silos’ (ECIA, 2014) or ‘islands’ (OMC, 2018), without the proper links to 

enterprises in complementary sectors, or to the local territory and community.  

In a sector where rivalry and competition often overshadow the opportunities for 

collaboration, overcoming this situation has been seen as a priority for cultural 

support policies, in order to fully harvest all the benefits of CIs’ contribution to the 

wider economy (European Commission, 2010; ECIA, 2014). As previously explained, 
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this translated to a focus on specific and dedicated spaces, through the construction 

of new buildings, or the creation of opportunities for the use of empty spaces 

(Bakhshi, 2016; Mehn, 2019). The data collected so far, however, suggests a re-

thinking of this mindset might be in order: rather than spaces, we should maybe 

direct our attention towards the places that CIs tend to flock to, and pay attention to 

what makes them special. 

 

3.2 THE AIR AWAKENS 

The concerned literature has long since insisted on the necessity of understanding 

the idea of the economic value of creativity as a “geographical notion” (Santagata, 

2004), that is as an element strongly dependent on the embeddedness of the actors 

in a specific geographical location, a particular and peculiar place that enables their 

work and somewhat manages to provide their source of inspiration. Even in an era 

when many have seen globalisation as the end of all local connections, places seem 

to still have an important role, especially in the growth of CIs (Musterd et al., 2007; 

Clarke, 2013; Lash and Urry, 1993).  

3.2.1 Spaces Vs. Places 

The idea that the creation of new things occurs in specific places (Jacobs, 1969,1984) 

seems to hold. So far, in fact, no argument has proved that the location does not 

matter in the new economy (Pratt, 2000), while the mere existence of clusters in 

specific areas seems to hint to a special link between creativity and certain places 

(Richards, 2011). Creativity is strongly dependent on specific contexts; as such, CIs 

cannot be founded like “a cathedral in the desert” (Pratt,2008). Instead, they need 

an anchor, a rich substrate able to nurture their growth, revealing, enhancing, 

interpreting and enacting creative ideas (Cohendet et al., 2010). 

Many have studied the way the features and characteristics of certain cities or 

regions seem to influence the development of the firms that are located in the 

territory, trying to understand exactly how the relationship between place and CIs 

works (Lin, 2012). Apparently, the phenomenon is mostly concentrated in large 

metropolitan cities, former industrial metropolis or big cities (Harvey et al., 2012; 
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Marco-Serrano et al., 2014; Sroda-Murawska et al., 2017;Bertacchine and Borrione, 

2009), although a separate corpus of research, focused on Italian and French case 

studies, presented another model based on mid-sized cities or small provincial 

districts who have managed to secure their position in niche markets (Pouissant and 

Lacour, 2011; Santagata, 2002,2006; Santagata and Bertacchini, 2011,2012). 

These places attract creative people, artists, and interesting workers from many 

different fields, giving birth to aggregation forms that have received many different 

titles: human capital externalities (Lucas,1988), specific urban milieus (Musterd et 

al., 2007), place-based communities or local cultural milieus (Grodach, 2011). The 

various terms all refer to the same concept: groups of “talented and creative people 

that concentrate in cities and ultimately power economic growth” (Lucas, 1988). 

For a long time, literature has considered human capital, and the knowledge it 

produces, as a stock tightly linked to a specific place, an asset that belongs to the 

territory just like any other kind of resource (Florida et al., 2008). As a matter of fact, 

though, people are mobile assets, travelling from one place to another for many 

different reasons. What remains is the flow of knowledge they produce, which is 

shaped, localised and anchored to certain places because of something that 

permeates the area. The ‘potential’ of a place (Bohme, 1995), its unique energy, is 

what defines not only its social life and culture, but also the performance of local CIs 

(Amin, 2008). 

All this seems to be generated by some peculiar feature of the place itself, which 

usually possess some sort of ‘urban buzz’ that acts as a magnet for talent (Clare, 

2013). Human beings are naturally attracted to areas that possess this ‘edgy’ vibe, 

as they are simply more interesting to live in, work in, and visit (Richards, 2012), 

which is precisely why creating one is just as important as providing material 

commodities for the success of CIs (Ho, 2009). Unfortunately, the buzz is extremely 

difficult to describe and hence plan in a more detailed way (Van der Borg and Russo, 

2010; Richards, 2011), as it is apparently connected to the general feel of the place. 

It is related, it appears, to what could be called the ‘atmosphere’ of a certain place. 



58 
 

3.2.2 Marshall’s Atmosphere 

In his explanation of the dynamics of industrial districts, Marshall speaks of the 

atmosphere as of tacit knowledge embedded in the local social network and 

impossible to reproduce elsewhere (Marshall, 1890). It is the source of the 

competitive advantage for local firms, as it gives birth to positive externalities that 

add to the aggregate income of each company.  

The industrial atmosphere is “the environment firms are immersed on, and obtain 

vitality from” (Ravix, 2014); it is the main source of their creativity and innovation. 

This particular setting has several specific characteristics: frequent exchange of 

inputs; circulation of information and highly specialised work force; accumulation 

of social and cultural capital in the local community.  This mix allows firms to 

support the imitation, adaptation and diffusion of innovations (Santagata, 

2002,2006; Belussi and Caldari, 2009; O’Connor, 2007; Asheim, 1996), giving them 

an edge on the market and over their competitors. 

In fact, everyone benefits from this positive environment, which channels 

knowledge and enables the sharing of ideas, so that they can be exploited at their 

maximum potential. This in turn generates new knowledge because, as Marshall 

himself asserted: “If one man starts a new idea, it is taken up by others and combined 

with suggestions of their own; and thus, it becomes the source of further new ideas” 

(Marshall, 1890). 

To successfully prosper in an environment such as this one, firms must master the 

so-called ‘coopetition’: taking advantage of both collaborations and rivalry, they can 

emulate others’ innovations while at the same time enhancing collective success 

(Ravix, 2014). This is why the individuals are required both ability, acquired from 

years of education and learning, and energy, such as creativity and innovativeness 

to fuel the process (Marshall, 1890). 

As the flow of human capital brings forth changes in the market and in the local 

social structure, the atmosphere adapts accordingly, reshaping itself. Over time, the 

benefits generated add up, and the process becomes endogenous to the area, with 

such a strong link to local interdependencies and relations as to be described as 

something that is “in the air” and cannot be transmitted mechanically, but only 
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through personal stories and hands-on experience (Santagata, 2006; Belussi and 

Caldari, 2009). 

3.2.3 Creative Atmospheres 

The concept of atmosphere is valid for every industry, but it is particularly pertinent 

to CIs, given the fact that their products are strongly linked to the territory and local 

community (Santagata, 2006), and use creativity as a primary resource. Hence, it 

seems logical that, at the base of the success of CIs there must be a strong and fertile 

creative atmosphere. 

Santagata and Bertacchini (2011;2012) developed a framework, specific to the 

creative atmosphere, based on four elements: 

- The Creative Atmosphere, described as a phenomenon typical of each 

major phase of a society’s development, the result of the intense flow of ideas 

and information within a consistent intellectual critical mass. When all the 

factors highlighted by previous research grow considerably, the atmosphere 

becomes visible in the shape of social forms and institutions that control local 

patterns. Each atmosphere is unique, and cannot be fully evaluated ex-ante, 

because it is the dynamic result of the interactions between its members. 

- Culture Factories, which are the main source of both cultural production 

and tacit knowledge. Moreover, they are often the link to global networks, 

enabling the connection with other nodes on a larger scale. This category 

includes traditional institutions like museums, theatres and cultural heritage, 

but also firms working in the fields of design or fashion. 

- Value-enhancing Services, made up of small independent firms that add 

symbolic and creative value to the final product. Because of their nature, they 

are profoundly entwined with culture factories, providing complementary 

goods and services. They include both artisanal crafts and more modern 

services, as the ones in the audio-visual field. 

- Local Production Systems, which represent the structure of the framework, 

over which an atmosphere can be generated. As the mere presence of the 
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different actors, as previously noted, is necessary but not sufficient, the 

systems represent the relations and networks between them. 

 

The combination of all existing links within the local systems between the other two 

elements creates a fertile ground for the generation of a creative atmosphere. Its 

strength and density are a measure for the local ability to exploit local economic and 

social resources. The process requires of course a substantial amount of time, in 

order to properly develop new knowledge and skills and experiment new innovative 

solutions. 

After the value of the presence of an atmosphere was first accepted, researchers 

shifted their focus on the factors that could generate such an environment, in order 

to discover whether they could be ‘artificially’ reproduced, or at least encouraged 

through public policies and strategies. As already anticipated, the phenomenon 

turned out to be particularly difficult to describe and analyse, and the struggle 

extended also to the definition of its triggers. 

 

Figure 3. Santagata and Bertacchini's framework 
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3.3 WHAT GENERATES AN ATMOSPHERE? 

Over the years, firms and researchers alike tried to understand what exactly 

motivated CIs to flock to a certain area, and what factors determined their success 

on the market. What generated that unique mix of knowledge and opportunities that 

could be felt in the air only in some cities and could not be mechanically transported 

elsewhere? 

Many definitions of what constitutes the core strength of CIs have been given so far, 

together with many theories of what constitutes an attractive factor for CIs (Hall, 

2000; Musterd et al., 2007; Santagata and Bertacchini, 2011). The focus has shifted 

a few times between different elements: at first, the policies and the studies targeted 

firms and their assets, then moved on to single creative individuals, trying to 

understand what material factors convinced them to move to certain 

neighbourhoods or areas; finally, a new point of view emerged, looking at the social 

interactions between creative minds rather than their individual activity or 

motivation. 

3.3.1 In firm pursuit 

For most of the history of CIs, the literature and the government policies originated 

from its findings opted for firm-centric strategies (Currid, 2005), choosing to look 

specifically at the benefits generated by clustering and searching the most suitable 

way to sell the model to interested companies to attract them (Chapain and De 

Propris, 2009). 

Following what Lin described as the ‘economic dimension’ of the dynamics in 

creative atmospheres (Lin, 2012), firms immersed in this environment can manage 

to secure themselves a vantage position in a niche market, using the positive 

externalities produced. As already mentioned, clustering generates a specific labour 

market, spill-over effects, and collective learning, while also giving access to better 

infrastructures, resources and associated services. This combination of knowledge, 

skills, physical assets and resources is unique to every territory (Richards, 2011) 

and allows firms to reduce costs and raise local know-how while also creating links 
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with other actors (Amin, 2008). The presence of an atmosphere amplifies these 

effects, acting as a fertile soil for CIs’ development.  

The policies based on this idea focused therefore on attracting firms that seemed 

promising and showed interest in the possibility of sharing knowledge to advance 

themselves. The main tools included tax incentives and lenient zoning (Currid, 

2005), in order to make the cities more compelling. 

3.3.2 The amenities of social life 

Along the way, the attention moved from the firms to the people that worked inside 

them, and the specific knowledge they possessed (Currid, 2005; Chapain and De 

Propris, 2009). Törnqvist selected four key elements for what he called Creative 

Milieu (Törnqvist, 1983): 

- the exchange and transmission of information amongst people;  

- the accumulation of knowledge;  

- the presence of skills and know-how in certain specific activities;  

- the creative capacity to use all of the above.  

 

From these four points, Andersson derived six prerequisites (cfr. Andersson, 1985; 

Musterd et al., 2007) for the creation of an atmosphere:  

- a sound financial basis;  

- original knowledge;  

- highly specialised competences;  

- imbalance between needs and opportunities;  

- availability of public transport and communication;  

- structural instability. 
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Matching the results of the inquiry on the features of creative spaces, knowledge and 

skills turned out to be crucial in both models, prompting a more attentive analysis 

of the dynamics going on inside the creative industries. Soon, researchers started 

reasoning that creativity, knowledge and skills all resided in the mind of creative 

people and in their capacities (Scott, 2010b). Hence, cities should not try to attract 

firms, but the talented individuals able to power them and bring forth local 

development (Florida, 2002; Musterd et al., 2007). 

This new point of view signalled the start of Florida’s study of what he defined the 

creative class, a new social group characterised by their talent that should have led 

cities out of the post-industrial crisis and into a future of economic prosperity. As 

explained, he imagined the group as composed by a 'super creative core’, made up 

by those who provided new ideas and content, plus an external circle of ‘knowledge-

intensive industries’ working in fields that make a daily use of creative thinking for 

problem solving. 

It was exactly those type of individuals, usually working on project-based, 

temporary assignments and striving for stability, that flocked to the more dismissed 

neighbourhood of the cities, only to ‘magically’ turn them into the new hip 

destination, and attracting more companies. The new priority, therefore, became 

studying and defining what exactly attracted them and how to recreate an appealing 

environment through public policies. 

The answer came once again from Florida’s research, stating that the attraction was 

due to a mix of hard and soft location factors (Florida, 2002). Hard factors 

represented the tangible assets of the place, such as resources and spaces available, 

rents, taxes and regulations in place. Soft factors referred to more intangible 

features, like the tolerance of the living environment, its diversity and cultural scene 

(cfr. Florida, 2002; Musterd et al., 2007; Florida et al., 2008).  

Even though the importance of the latter was widely accepted, it proved extremely 

difficult to measure. The attention was hence fixated on the more ‘material’ 

dimension (Lin, 2012), examining the impact of the cities’ amenities on the creative 

class (Florida, 2002; Florida et al., 2008). A more structured model was elaborated, 
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based on three main elements, later known as Florida’s 3Ts: Talent, Technology, and 

Tolerance (Florida, 2002; Florida et al., 2008; Musterd et al., 2007).  

While the first one is embedded in the individuals, the other two refer to the specific 

characteristics of the place they choose to live in. A great emphasis was put on the 

third element, as research showed that creatives strongly preferred living 

environments with high levels of diversity and people with an open mentality, as 

they would be more used and proficient at mobilising new and alternative resources 

in an efficient way (Cfr. Florida et al., 2008; Musterd et al., 2007). 

Public policies created in this frame of mind insisted on developing appealing 

environments, stressing the importance of universities and research centres nearby, 

transport and meeting places that would constitute the fertile ground for the growth 

of CIs, and trying to increase the cities’ quality of life (Musterd et al., 2007). The rise 

and proliferation of spaces such as hubs, accelerators and coworking spaces is 

linked to this phase, and to its numerous attempts at urban regeneration and 

revitalisation. 

The emphasis on the idea that places are classified and distinguished because of the 

different sets of services and amenities they offer has spread at large across the 

world, but has brought researchers and policy-makers to ignore the fact  that the 

knowledge imbedded in the individuals is exchanged not through the simple 

presence in the same space, but through the social interactions that occur between 

members of the creative class. 

3.3.3 Vines of entanglement 

Over the years, various studies have remarked on the lack of attention on the 

importance of networks, face-to-face interaction, relationships and social dynamics, 

and on how they relate to particular places (Currid, 2005; Clare, 2013; Borrup, 

2015). While the topic has certainly been left in the background, many have actually 

reflected upon it.   

Scott was one of the first to talk about the atmosphere as an element of the Creative 

Field (Scott, 1998; 2000; 2012), generated by the intense flow of information, goods 

and services from firms and local actors, combined with local attributes (Drake, 
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2003; O’Connor, 2007). The notion incorporated many different profiles and 

institutions, linked together by “unstable, fine-grained, frequent and mediated face-

to-face contact” (cfr. Scott 1998; Pratt, 2000). 

Others also reflected on how atmospheres are created in a ‘societal manner’ (Lange, 

2002), as the dynamics of the sector depend on complex social structures, that often 

defy the classification proposed by urban policies (Russo, 2010). The “socio-

institutional dimension” (Lin, 2012) sees the creative atmosphere as a phenomenon 

created primarily through the “bodily presence” (Douglas and Hinkel, 2011), and the 

availability and care of relations and interactions not only between creative 

individuals, but also between them, local communities and local governments 

(Grodach,2011; Lin, 2012). 

Apparently, Florida’s model of the ‘Quality of Place’ (Florida, 2014), formed by 

“what’s there” (built and natural material assets), “who’s there”, and “what’s going 

on” (street life, art, culture and outdoor activities) might not be enough. The 

successful creative cluster brings together all previously analysed elements, such as 

the creative community, a special place acting as a catalyst, and a differentiated and 

stimulating environment, through what De Propris describes “a thick, open and 

ever-changing network of inter-personal exchanges” (De Propris and Hypponen, 

2008; Chapain and De Propris, 2009). 

Those exchanges, stemming from the specific combination of minds, technologies 

and skills that come into contact with each other, allow CIs to generate new creative 

ideas and nurture their development, ensuring that knowledge ‘sticks’ to the area, 

and generates a creative atmosphere (Amin, 2004). These networks allow the 

knowledge to circulate and their participants to communicate, but at the same time 

they claim the place and make it theirs, conferring to it a series of meanings and 

iconic associations (Brown et al., 2000). 

 The ‘magic’ happens when curiosity moves all the different bodies and talented 

brains that are thrown together to share something with the others, entangling and 

entwining their ideas through what turns out to be a complex network, where many 

links overlap, bringing together people that, in any other situation, would have 

never met (Amin, 2008; Scott, 2010b). This occasional sharing of practices, through 
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collaboration or simple exchanges of information, brings them to the construction 

of a new and shared reality, with a high innovative potential (Lange, 2002; Amin, 

2008). 

Many have also remarked on how numerous innovative ideas emerge from a rather 

informal type of interactions, as they seem to be better suited at engaging 

participants in ways that might inspire them. Due to the very characteristics of work 

in CIs described by Florida, the creative class counts many part-time workers 

determined to increase their chances by any means possible. This often means 

dedicating much of their free time to cultivating relationships and personal contacts 

that might one day prove useful (Van Heur, 2009; Cohendet et al., 2010; Scott, 

2010b; Douglas and Hinkel, 2011; Richards, 2011; Vivant, 2013).  

This forces them to rely on a rather unique and peculiar type of social exchanges 

that span from attending gallery exhibitions to being an active participant of the 

local nightlife; from showing up at conferences and art fairs, to invitations at dinner 

parties (Currid, 2005; Richards, 2011, 2012; Vivant, 2013). This mix of formal and 

informal interactions tends to bring together what Kotter has described as “thick, 

informal networks” (Kotter, 1990) and Dekker and Tabbers as Creative Crowds 

(Dekker and Tabbers, 2012): people spanning sectors, interests, professions, social 

classes and ethnicities.  

They come together during moments that tend to fuse business, leisure and 

creativity, so much that most of the time the exchange of knowledge happens almost 

(or entirely) subconsciously (Scott, 2010b). While simply interacting with each 

other, they act as sensors, emitting and receiving signals that might eventually 

morph into creative inputs. Many realise only in retrospective how meaningful the 

contacts formed while out for drinks one random night actually turned out to be for 

their career. The personal links acquire economical meaning (Currid, 2005), 

creating what Ursell calls the Economy of Favours: an environment in which formal 

and informal exchanges are used as a way to obtain information and gossips about 

jobs, trends and peers’ opinions (Ursell, 2010).  

In the creative realm, more than in any other field, the social sphere turns out to be 

a critical and constructive element of the production process, and it is easy to see 
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how remaining rooted in the neighbourhood networks might prove to be 

increasingly difficult once the gentrification process starts (Vivant, 2013). 

Meaningful interactions are what CIs thrive on, and while they have to necessarily 

happen within a ‘space’, we might be in need of a new definition for the concept. 

 

3.4 THE SEED OF DISCREPANCY 

The complex, informal, underground network of social relations and spontaneous 

encounters described above appears to be at odds with the rigidly formulated 

policies prescribing new, standardised spaces and management training to all 

workers of the creative sector. There seems to be, essentially, a significant 

discrepancy between the deliberate strategy of policy frameworks, and the 

emergent one(s) of the everyday life in the actually creative cities. 

The literature describes deliberate strategies as instances where the initial 

intentions were fully realised throughout their implementation. It is what might 

happen by following religiously the steps provided by regulations and policies. On 

the other hand, an emergent strategy is a consistent pattern that forms over time, as 

single actions taken one after another pile up to constitute a path. This is the case, 

most of the time, with bottom-up initiatives born from sudden or unofficial ideas 

(Mintzberg et al., 2005). The problems pinpointed so far might arise from the fact 

that, in CIs sector, emergent and deliberate strategies seem to be headed in two 

different directions. 

3.4.1 Recipes for real life 

Historically speaking, creative communities have always developed spontaneously 

in a certain area, thanks to what we have already defined as its atmosphere. These 

communities adopted a more structured form only at a later stage of their 

development process; in some cases, a label or structure was ‘forced’ upon them to 

identify their model and repeat it elsewhere.  

Most of what we can cite today as examples of areas where creativity and innovation 

flourished, from Da Vinci’s Florence to Warhol’s New York, from Caravaggio’s Rome 
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to Queen’s London, developed more or less spontaneously around the individuals 

that inhabited those places, and the connections that could spark there.  

Creativity in iconic quarters like the Bairro Alto in Lisbon, Montmartre in Paris, or 

the Village in New York City took the form of temporary initiatives, impromptu 

meeting places, and underground events, often at the edge of or beyond the law. 

Initially, cultural producers started living there, often illegally occupying the derelict 

warehouses, not for a romantic idea of rebelling against the bourgeoise society, but 

simply because they could not afford other accommodations (Zukin, 2008). 

Sometimes, the defining characteristic of the place was not its quality, but precisely 

its temporary, spontaneous and illegal use (Lange, 2002). 

Each spot has a different story: some developed from medieval cities artisans’ 

quarters, others started attracting artists around the 19th century, or emerged 

during reconstruction efforts after World War II. They were later on coded and 

classified to originate a transferrable model, but they all started off as authentic, 

bottom-up experiences (Marques and Richards, 2014). The process of artists 

converting old neighbourhoods was first identified by Zukin in 1982 in the area 

known as SoHo, in Downtown Manhattan. While a similar occupation of old 

industrial buildings had already taken place in London, the phenomenon in 

Manhattan was much more extensive and significant (Hamnett, 2009). Even though 

its success seemed to almost codify the features of a creative district, SoHo was a 

natural occurrence (Zukin and Braslow, 2011). 

Even nowadays, when creativity has become an ingredient of a standardised 

process, forms of truly spontaneous aggregation are still the most successful 

examples. A 2005 study on Berlin’s CIs scene compares the official state of the art 

analysis with the real practices unfolding in the city. As expected, the official report 

focuses on the number of jobs created and on the percentage of free-lancers or self-

employed workers, disregarding the dynamics and relations that make up the social 

structure of the field (Lange et al., 2008).  

A deeper look at the true conditions reveals how the impact of the city’s 

administration is nowadays limited to ‘context-improvement’ measures, while CIs 

thrive thanks to self-organisation. Apparently, Berlin’s CIs constitute what Lave 
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defined as communities of practice (Lave, 1991): out of sheer necessity, emerging 

creative agents formed spontaneous informal bonds and network alliances, where 

lines between competition and cooperation or exchange and isolation started to 

blur. All this happened naturally, almost without expertise, tools, or strategic 

guidelines (Lange et. al, 2008). This same ‘hands-off’ approach is confirmed by the 

Manchester experience, where the creative community advocates for policies that 

limit themselves to ensuring an efficient city where their activities can thrive 

spontaneously (Brown et al., 2000). 

3.4.2 Deliberate rhetoric 

Even though experts keep repeating that creativity should be encouraged to emerge 

through bottom-up, naturally created clusters (Richards, 2011), that local actors 

should be allowed to come up with their own, tailored solutions (OMC, 2018), that 

the artificial production of creative neighbourhoods is not only fruitless, but 

completely “nonsensical” (Peck, 2005), and that definitions and instruments should 

be adapted, and not copied (Rozentale and Lavagna, 2014), policy frameworks keep 

doing the opposite. While it is true that policy-making is a slow process, and as such 

struggles to keep up with the fast changes of reality are inevitable, the gap has now 

become too wide to ignore, strongly limiting policies’ impact on concrete initiatives 

(Boren and Young, 2009; OMC, 2018). 

Lysgård noted how “well-formulated policy documents responding to global trends, 

attractively presented on glossy paper, and produced by public planners and 

communication experts, often only fill up desk drawers and have no meaning in 

themselves” (Lysgård, 2016), as they pay little attention to what actually exists. This 

distance between what policies say, and what people are actually doing is turning 

them into useless templates, focused on a restricted set of context-independent 

commonalities and afraid of ‘getting messy’ with the analysis of ongoing dynamics 

(Krueger and Buckingham, 2009; Calcagno et al, 2012; Rozentale and Lavagna, 

2014). 

Rather than based on actual evidence, new frameworks are often elaborated simply 

‘following’ what Richards defines “Policy-based evidence”, perpetrating a set of 

standard assumptions of where creativity should emerge and what it consists in 
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(Gibson, 2010; Richards, 2011; Lysgård, 2016). By taking for granted the definition 

of CIs, their importance, and the reason why they must be publicly sustained, this 

standardised approach has created a new, inconclusive trope, vague enough to 

mobilise a significant range of supporters, but still narrowly defined enough to 

orient financial contribution towards a restricted number of objectives (Garnham, 

2005; Boren and Young, 2013; García Leiva, 2014; Marco-Serrano, 2014). 

So far, the hype built around CIs and connected policies has been strong enough to 

resist a closer look. Even though official report themselves have on occasion noticed 

how sometimes clusters and similar infrastructures seem to be created simply “to 

take advantage of existing funding schemes” (OMC, 2018), we have passively 

accepted this new paradigm, without stopping to question its actual success rate, or 

the problems it creates over time (Lange et al., 2008; Calcagno et al., 2012; Marco-

Serrano, 2014). 

The elasticity of this paradigm has appealed to politicians since the beginning, not 

because of its efficiency, but because it spoke of cultural industries as economically 

relevant, turning them into something that could be easily mapped, and made to 

conform to existing indicators (Hesmondhalgh and Pratt, 2005; Boren and Young, 

2013; Sacco and Crociata, 2013). Additionally, it also served a specific rhetorical 

purpose, as it provided an expedient to legitimise a wide range of questionable 

initiatives, linked to speculation, gentrification and regressive space distribution, 

that were astutely masked under the label of ‘creativity’ (Garnham, 2005; Cohendet 

et al., 2011; Peck, 2013). 

“Creative industries/cities policies may seem to be everywhere, but they are 

simultaneously going nowhere” (Cohendet et al., 2013). As Mintzberg cautions, the 

most successful strategies usually are the ones that define the broad outlines, but 

leave details free to emerge along the way (Mintzberg et al., 2005). What has been 

missing so far in the CIs field is exactly a tool, or a model, to truly channel their 

potential. A metaphorical ‘space’, spontaneously generated to enhance the chance of 

meaningful interactions between unlikely partners. 
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3.4.3 The creation of space 

Traditional geography has accustomed us to an idea of space as defined by 

coordinates and concrete territorial boundaries. A space, in the most widely known 

sense, is seen as “a limited extent in one, two, or three dimensions”, or “physical 

space independent of what occupies it” (Merriam-Webster). When literature asserts 

that exchanges of information must necessarily take place in a space that acts as a 

catalyst (De Propris and Hypponen,2008), we automatically imagine a real 

construction, hence the origin of all the hubs, accelerators and other creative spaces. 

Empirical enquiry, however, points out how spaces become an integral part of the 

production process not because of their attributes, but thanks to the people that 

populate them. Successful creatives spaces, and the atmosphere that can be 

perceived in them, become known in the local community because of the lives and 

talent that randomly entwine and interact in the area, because of who you can meet 

and talk to, be they residents or workers, shop owners or university researchers 

(Lange et al., 2008; Clare, 2013). 

The original galleries in SoHo were successful because they provided a safe space 

for people to express their differences. They attracted attention because they were 

crowded all day by creative people (Zukin, 2008). Sometimes, we forget that spaces 

really exist only when people experience them and assign meanings to them 

(Pancholi et al., 2015). It might prove useful, hence, to start describing space through 

the net of relations that connect and link together people and companies (Amin, 

2004; Pancholi et al., 2015). Spaces, as literature itself reminds us, are made and 

imagined by the people that use them and visit them (Lange et al., 2008; Clare, 

2013). Why not, then, define them by the connections they establish while doing so?  

This could, in turn, dispel the notion that physical proximity automatically equals to 

‘being present in the moment’ and being an active participant of the ongoing creative 

process. We could then begin to realise that a true, productive community is not 

built on its contiguity, but on the shared understandings that bring its members to 

achieve specific and unique performances (Amin, 2004). A space with great 

potential is one that allows the people that live it to make great things happen 
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(Berthoin Antal and Strauβ, 2013). The idea of nest might offer a useful insight into 

how this could be achieved. 
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4- INCUBATORS VS. NESTS 

 

 

4.1 CECI N’EST PAS UN HUB 

The comparison between the concrete, practical characteristics of the existing 

spaces for creativity on one hand, and the elusive, intangible inputs needed for the 

creation of an atmosphere on the other seems to point at the necessity of a different 

model. CIs are apparently in need of a more enhanced focus on the relational 

processes that enable their activities rather than on the spatial premises where 

these activities do happen. A possible solution might be the creation of a middle 

ground between the spatial dimension and the relational one. The idea of nest tries 

to bridge this gap and propose a way for CIs to foster the birth of creative 

atmospheres. 

4.1.1 What it isn’t 

A nest is not any of the previously analysed models, although it shares some of their 

characteristics and feeds on similar inputs: 

A nest is not the simple agglomeration of firms from the same field such as clusters 

and districts, although it benefits from the circulation of ideas and information.  

A nest is not a safe place for firms that are too weak to survive, nor a training 

program to implant business notions in the minds of rising entrepreneurs, as is the 

case with incubators and accelerators, although it takes care of its projects and helps 

them grow.  

A nest is neither the shared office of a coworking space nor the bean bags of a hub, 

although it brings people together and encourages the exchange of information.  

A nest is not simply a virtual network offering various services to its users like a 

platform, although it might use technology to connect people.  

More than anything else, a nest is not a bureaucracy but an active and ongoing 

process that involves people and makes thing happen. 
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4.1.2 What it is 

The concept of nest can be defined as that of a social context in which knowledge 

and relationships are nurtured and explored to set up meaningful connections and 

collaborations. At the core of the nest is a complex process that keeps together and 

coordinates all the different activities and services required to make interesting and 

interested people meet so that something new can happen. This process does not 

necessarily require a physical space, or at least not a fixed, formally defined one.  

The idea shares many similarities with the Japanese concept of Ba (Nonaka and 

Konno, 1998; Nonaka et al., 2000), defined as either a physical, virtual, mental space, 

or a combination of all of the above. Ba roughly translates to ‘place’, meant as a 

context that harbours meaning and converts it into a creative resource. It can also 

be described as a platform that integrates the applied knowledge of an area in a 

specific time and space. A nest reshapes energies that are already there in a more 

structured way, connecting them in unusual ways to exploit their full potential.  

Nests can either emerge spontaneously or be intentionally created in both formal 

(project teams, temporary meetings) or informal contexts (informal circles, coffee-

break meetings). In many occasions, situations that resemble nests seem to spur 

from the bottom-up initiatives of a single, inspired entrepreneur while, as of today, 

few structured and formal public policies have managed to generate the same effect 

(Calcagno and Panozzo). They exist at micro-level but can be linked to one another 

to form an even greater nest at macro-level. 

4.1.3 Why it matters 

The characteristics of a nest, much like its name, derive directly from nature. Its 

interior can be envisioned as a welcoming and reassuring environment, where 

members are invited to fully express their creativity, but at the same time there is 

an undercurrent challenging attitude, as the ideas and projects born inside will one 

day be forced to leave the nest and take flight on their own.  

Unlike an incubator, a nest is constructed by a living creature, hence is man-made 

and artisanal, targeted to the life it will host, which is not weak or fledging but simply 

small, and in need of all the necessary care to grow and evolve. Eventually, when the 



75 
 

project has grown, and the established connection is stable enough, the members 

will be pushed out of the nest, in the hope they will be able to survive. Just like every 

other innovation project, of course, this is a gamble that may not always pay out, but 

a nest does not continue to work as a life-support machine in case of failure. 

This modus operandi is of course experimental, as it tries to find the right fit for 

every individual and to give a concrete form to the knowledge and opportunities 

circulating in the air. The boundaries of a nest are open, as participants are free to 

land inside it for a single project and leave, or naturally evolve, and the nest will 

change with them, adapting to the new needs of their shared context. It is temporary, 

set up and kept running for as long as it proves to be beneficial and necessary; its 

simple structure can be easily modified to follow change, repositioned elsewhere, or 

even dismantled if no longer useful.  

Fundamentally, though, a nest is relational, based on the complex net of interactions 

between the actors that relate to it. In the so-called ‘network society’ the atmosphere 

is built on a network of connections, contacts and relations between SMEs and other 

actors (Santagata and Bertacchini, 2012). Even though these connections are 

sometimes severed at the end of the collaboration due to the nature of project-based 

work (Scott, 2007), the face-to-face element of the relation is increasingly necessary 

and encouraged (Cheng-Yi, 2012) because “individual face-to-face interaction is the 

only way to capture the full range of physical senses and psycho-emotional reactions 

[…] which are important elements in sharing tacit knowledge” (Nonaka et al., 2000).  

The human connections are the most important feature of a nest. Hence, it is 

important to identify the nature of all the actors operating in the field, analyse their 

existing connections, and discover the potential but yet unseen ones, fostering not 

only the exchange of ideas, but also their crystallization into concrete projects and 

activities (Nonaka and Konno, 1998; Harvey et al., 2012). 
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4.2 NESTING 

4.2.1 The knowledge creation process 

As previously said, all the interactions that take place inside the nest are finalised to 

the exchange of information and the creation of new knowledge in the form of new 

products, projects and services. At the base of this whole process is a mix of tacit 

(know-how, values, beliefs, mental models) and explicit (data, formulae, manuals) 

knowledge, which is converted through four steps (Nonaka and Konno,1998; 

Nonaka et al., 2000): 

- Socialisation: tacit knowledge accumulated by a single person is shared with 

others through joint activities and physical proximity in a shared 

environment; 

- Externalisation: through dialogue and inductive/deductive thinking, 

groups express external knowledge and then translate its concepts in a 

shared, comprehensible form; 

- Combination: all the accumulated external knowledge is distributed to 

members of the nest in a more structured form (plans, reports); 

- Internalisation: through actions and practice, involved individuals absorb 

new knowledge and make it theirs, adapting the new notions to their own 

needs. 

The result is new knowledge which automatically becomes part of the members’ 

own knowledge base, and can be immediately utilised but also stored for future 

initiatives, or used as an input to create even more new resources. The process, in 

fact, has a spiral configuration, becoming ever larger as it moves from the micro to 

the macro dimension. What is created at one level can be re-proposed, modified and 

re-used or simply connected to other initiatives at a higher level. 

4.2.2 Fostering the process 

The nest’s function is that of creating a context where these processes can be 

fostered and nurtured until the new content has been created and given a concrete 

form. Due to its open boundaries, its shape is not formally defined. Depending on 

the specific necessities of the context, a nest could be one or more of the following: 
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- An occasion for individual, face-to-face meeting and interaction, in order to 

share feelings, emotions, experiences and mental models; 

- A dialogue between selected people with the right mix of specific knowledge 

and capabilities to discuss models and concepts; 

- A virtual space for collective interaction for the accumulation of technical 

knowledge from literature and ongoing studies; 

- A set of practical actions in order to absorb new patterns, concepts and 

ideas. 

 

Ideally, the different activities of a nest should cover all the above, in order to offer 

a complete opportunity to transform knowledge into a finished product or initiative. 

At the base of all these actions, though, is the ability to connect pieces and actors of 

a certain reality through direct or indirect contacts. 

4.2.3 Building a nest: the maclab example 

We can think of a nest as of that particular cog inside the mechanism that keeps all 

the others in motion, connecting them even if it doesn’t come into direct contact with 

all of them. A basic example of what pieces a nest could bring together, and a rough 

idea of the type and number of necessary connections can be given through the 

analysis of the activity carried on by Ca’ Foscari University’s maclab with the INSIGNI 

project. 

The Laboratory for the Management of Arts and Culture (maclab) is a research centre 

born inside Ca’ Foscari University of Venice and dedicated to the organisation and 

management of cultural productions. Their latest project, presented in December 

2018, is called INSIGNI and is dedicated to the artisans of one of the most culture-

rich areas of Venice and to all the young artists from the Fine Arts Academy that study 

in that same area. Each of the five selected artists realised an art installation 

connected to one of the five workshops, all united by the common denominator of 

the material used, as all the artworks were realised with neon tubes provided by a 

local company. 
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The entire project was created and developed thanks to a series of existing 

connections between the maclab and local actors, plus further connections 

developed specifically for this project. In a nest perspective, eight different pieces 

were successfully linked: 

- Artists: the young artists from the Academy were given an opportunity to 

express their creativity in a concrete project linked to the city and the area 

they live and strive to work in; 

- Art School: the Academy acted as a connection between the maclab and the 

artists, setting up the open call, selecting the winners, and offering the artistic 

and curatorial expertise to back the creation and production of the artworks; 

- SMEs: in this case, the targeted enterprises were all in the high-end spectrum 

of Venice artisanal craft, selected in a specific area of the city because of their 

specific needs. The area, in fact, is flooded by tourists that pass by without 

seeing the knowledge and culture before their eyes; 

- Business Organisation: the Confederazione Nazionale dell’Artigianato e 

della Piccola e Media Impresa (CNA) groups together at local, regional and 

national level SMEs and artisans. Just like the Art Academy, its role was that 

of intermediary between the maclab and the individual workshops selected 

for the project; 

- Tech Firm: F/Art is a local industrial company specialised in the production 

of cold cathode lamps. It was contacted for this project due to the fame of its 

specific products in the artistic field, and provided the materials and the 

technology to produce the artworks; 

- Urban Context: the city of Venice with its complex mix of opportunities, 

resources, problems and restrictions is the base of the whole project. For the 

work of a nest, knowing the characteristics, necessities and troubles of the 

local environment is just as important as knowing its actors; 

- Chamber of Commerce: in this case, the Chamber of Commerce had the role 

of provider of financial support. A funding opportunity for urban 

regeneration was opportunely ‘highjacked’ to create new art, while bringing 

more attention to existing knowledge and culture; 
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- Nest: the maclab was the metaphorical ‘place’ where all these personalities 

converged and connected, where the individual collaborations were followed 

and aided until the unveiling of the artworks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As explained by the model itself, not all the contacts where direct: through three 

intermediaries (the Art School, the CNA and the Urban Context), the maclab 

managed to build seven connection out of the existing four, almost doubling the 

width of the network and connecting unlikely partners in unlikely ways.  

4.2.4 Leading the process 

As the literature produced up to this day confirms, researchers have been trying to 

understand how to manage this process efficiently since the idea of knowledge as a 

tool for local development was first introduced into public policies. Over the years, 

the studies analysed the defining aspects of knowledge and then culture, noting how 

they defied the characteristics of ‘normal’ goods and resources. 

Aside from all the reasons and explanations used to justify this situation, one aspect 

seems to emerge: knowledge and culture cannot be merely managed, their creation 

needs to be embraced and fostered with a more passionate and personal approach 

(Nonaka and Konno, 1998).  

Figure 4. The maclab model 
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While the managerial aspect of generating a creative atmosphere or a nest might 

require a more pronounced entrepreneurial approach, coupled with the repeated 

and active involvement of local private partners and the availability of meaningful 

places (Calcagno and Panozzo; Calcagno et al., 2012), there is another element, 

perhaps even more meaningful: the emotional aspect. 

The only way to nurture the creation of new knowledge, hence the only way of 

leading the process forward, is investing time, power and personal commitment to 

nurture its growth. This means not only taking responsibility for the project, but 

learning to read the situation and give the members of the nest what they require: 

supporting new ideas, encouraging them to share new propositions, giving them a 

vision to strive towards, developing and sharing additional knowledge assets that 

might prove to be useful or even necessary (Nonaka et al., 2000; Li and Liu, 2016).  

In other words, a nest provides to the creative process the energy required to keep 

moving forward; it increases the chance of finding valuable and varied information 

and interesting new perspectives, while also igniting the spark for new interactions 

and kindling the new-born flame (Nonaka et al., 200). 

This constant care requires human passion and personal commitment. Thus, the 

nest (just like in nature) needs to have as its centre not a generic office with a list of 

provided services and opening hours, but a physical figure that acts exactly as a 

mother hen would.  

 

4.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF A ‘CROSS-EYED HEN’ 

The presence of moderators or coordinators of the activities that happen inside the 

spaces devoted to CIs’ development is extremely rare, and seldom examined. As 

already mentioned, the few glimpses at the importance of this figure are from 

insiders’ accounts. Reddington reflects on the necessity for directors and managers 

of hubs and similar spaces to question their activity and its impact. In her opinion, 

the only way to do right by the members of a hub is by guarantying a continuous 

commitment to questioning oneself, reflecting, and being curious about the world 

(Reddington). 
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Drawing from personal experience, Merkel shows the difference between the usual 

service provider figures inside coworking spaces, and that of the visionary hosts 

(Merkel, 2015). While the first simply try to guarantee a good, efficient work 

environment, the second go beyond their duties, showing a considerable degree of 

affective and emotional investment in their attempts to comprehend, aid and 

nurture the sharing process (supposedly) happening inside the space. Their 

contribution goes from running a blog and organising meetings, to setting up 

occasions to eat (and clean) together. In the author’s opinion, this makes the 

difference between a successful, useful coworking space and a mediocre one.    

4.3.1 The clever hen - a variation on curatorial practice 

As pointed out by previous studies, this activity of mediation between different 

actors can be compared to what an art curator does when introducing the work of 

an artist to the public, deciding the context and elements that might positively 

influence the interaction (Hracs et al., 2013; Cohendet et al., 2013). What the mother 

hen inside the nest does is intentionally creating interconnections inside the local 

context, assembling distant pieces, arranging them to make them fit together, 

reframing and reshaping them occasionally, taking care of their conservation and 

finally exhibiting them to the outside world (Lind, 2011).  

This process is pretty much the same as what goes on behind the creation of an 

artistic exhibition, but with a slight turn: to properly contribute to the development 

of CIs, the hen needs to be ‘cross-eyed’. While curators in general usually bring 

together people from or interested in the same field or, in the production sector, 

firms and entrepreneurs from already connected areas of the chain, the nest needs 

to do something different.  

As previously mentioned, the relationship between culture and creativity does not 

seem to reflect the reality of things, which is why a new interaction was proposed 

between the artistic core on one side and the whole production industry on the 

other, including what we now define creative industries. In these situations, the nest 

needs to look at the same time at two worlds very different from each other, which 

would not naturally interact, mediating between creative individuals and 

companies.  
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The role of the ‘cross-eyed’ hen is that of bringing them together, combining them to 

obtain something new, and smooth over any frictions that might arise, thus ensuring 

the continuation of the collaboration. Thanks to its intermediations, the artists 

should start to see companies as potential clients, while firms should start 

considering artists not merely as recipients of sponsorships, but as business 

partners for new productions.  

Moreover, the hen’s activity needs to be just like that of a sensor, able to capture the 

change in the air and react accordingly, activating and modifying the necessary links 

to convert new ideas into realities. The unanswered questions can be cut down to 

two: what inputs does the hen need to carry out its work and how to decline it into 

concrete, practical actions? 

4.3.2 The perfect hen 

The inputs necessary for the activities carried on inside the nest can be divided in 

two broad categories: information and emotions. Information is the basis of the 

work, as it allows to define all the details of the various projects. Nonaka 

differentiates between four types of what he calls knowledge assets (Nonaka et al., 

2000): 

- Experiential knowledge assets: tacit knowledge built from hands-on 

experience, including skills, know-how, emotional knowledge; 

- Conceptual knowledge assets: explicit knowledge formed by values, 

mental models and beliefs held by customers and members; 

- Systemic knowledge assets: explicit knowledge expressed in a systematic 

form through manuals, studies, documented information, licences and 

patents; 

- Routine knowledge assets: tacit knowledge embedded in everyday 

actions and routines typical of the context. 

These different types of knowledge need to be acquired, processed and then 

fruitfully applied, which can only happen thanks to the passion and curiosity of the 

hen. For the success of the operations of a nest, a high level of personal commitment 

and desire to create those new connections is absolutely essential. Curiosity is also 
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required as a stimulus to look into what is happening outside and inside the nest 

with a keen eye to identify new possibilities. 

4.3.3   Life inside the nest 

The activities that happen inside a nest can be basically cast into two macro-groups: 

building a knowledge base and making things happen. As already explained, one of 

the core elements of the nest is the knowledge used to create and foster connections. 

This knowledge has to be identified and accumulated. It is imperative for the hen to 

know what is happening in the immediate proximities of the nest and at least at 

regional level. This means, as Nonaka says, “wandering inside the firm” but also 

“wandering outside” (Nonaka et al., 2000), acquiring information about what each 

actor is currently doing. 

To properly function, the nest needs to identify, through this R&D process, what 

local artists are currently doing, what languages and means they are favouring, 

whether they could be palatable to SMEs or other kind of companies; the research 

must also analyse what producers might benefit from an artistic collaboration, what 

firms are currently involved in something even remotely cultural or artistic, which 

companies are interested in entering this field, and what they can bring to the table, 

but also what role culture and art have in local plans for urban growth and/or 

regeneration. 

This scouting phase is led by the hen’s interest and curiosity and translates in a 

never-ending series of meetings with people from contexts as varied as they can be, 

in many different occasions. Art fairs, trade shows of every possible industry field, 

company visits, atelier visits, meetings with business organisations, frequent 

contacts with the local chamber of commerce to keep up with funding opportunities, 

formal and informal meetings with interested parties; each one can become an 

occasion to establish new contacts or learn new, important pieces of information.  

This long list of interactions must happen through face-to-face encounters, and 

enables the hen to ‘stay in the loop’ of things and starts to weave the net that will 

later on link the various actors involved in a project. It must be kept in mind that, as 

Clare says, in this phase “play informs work” (Clare, 2013): even the most informal 
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action as hanging out in a certain bar frequented by members of an artistic 

community might end up sparking an idea or leading to useful encounters. 

Once secured, the information needs to be processed and analysed with creativity 

and fantasy in order to start pinpointing possible common interest and construct 

the ground for collaboration. At this point, the knowledge of the nest will be put at 

the disposal of the chosen actors in a tailored form that must suit their nature and 

necessities.  Even though, as already explained, the many involved realities do not 

need to co-exist in the same space, they will, at some point, need to meet (Harvey et 

al., 2012) and it is the hen that has to figure out the most appropriate mode, place 

and form of interaction. 

From this point on, the process might be described as similar to the one for the 

distillation of hard liquors: through different phases and types of aggregation, the 

list of actors involved is progressively slimmed down, until the best fit can be 

identified. The initial moment might be imagined as an annual event (a conference, 

a meeting or something similar) open to both members and interested and/or 

invited individuals and companies. In time, this event might become a feature point 

of the work of the nest, an annual check point for all its contacts to catch up on what 

has been done so far and steal a glimpse of the upcoming projects.  

Next, a more contained group of both artists and company representatives needs to 

be put in direct contact to interact and try to find a common ground on which to 

build something. Events like World Cafés, Living Labs and others act as an exercise 

in communication: sitting down around a table and informally discussing different 

possibilities or issues enables involved parties to gradually learn to know each 

other, while providing the hen with a vantage viewpoint to pair them in the way that 

makes the most sense. Once the pairs have been selected, the nest will take care of 

their relationship and also help communicate its results to the outside world, 

disseminating knowledge 

To each of the actors involved in the various projects, the nest offers a variety of 

services: networking for actors trying to make their way through the market; 

fundraising for artists in search of financial resources to translate their projects into 

reality, but sometimes also access to the concrete materials needed for its 
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production; opportunities of product innovation for companies and firms trying to 

do something new or different; cultural planning and programming to guide the 

collaboration and help the drafting of the projects; intermediation through the 

whole process to ensure the constant communication between the parties so that 

the many, inevitable discrepancies might be solved. 

As for the outcomes to be expected from this activity, the vary depending on the type 

of context, project and connection. Sometimes, even establishing a dialogue between 

those two worlds can be considered a successful result, given how far and 

disconnected they are. In general terms, various indicators of success can be 

identified:  opening up a new market for an artist, and for those who will follow their 

lead; the launch of a product born from the collaboration between an artist and a 

firm; the creation of an artwork, of an artistic performance or any other kind of 

artistic production; the birth of a collaboration that keeps on going after the end of 

the project; the decision of a company to keep working with artists and creative 

individuals in the future.  

However, as already evident from the current focus on accountability and on 

measuring with hard numbers something mostly intangible, we risk ending up with 

a list of empty figures that do not actually measure the creative potential of the ideas 

circulating around the nest, the knowledge transfer activated by discussing with 

individuals from opposite realities, or the stimulus created by a challenging project. 

 

4.4 THE SMATH PROJECT 

As previously stated, nests can emerge spontaneously or be appositely created, 

either from the ground up or from already existing structures and forms of 

agglomeration. Although spontaneous forms tend to bring forth a stronger 

development potential (Gospodini, 2009), incubators, hubs and accelerators can 

sometimes offer a more or less solid base to gradually convert into a proper nest. If 

either the necessary connections or the required energies are already located inside 

one of those spaces, the activity of nesting can be facilitated.  
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The idea of building creative nests is at the core of one of the latest Interreg projects 

in the Med area, co-funded by the European Regional Development Fund. smath – 

Smart atmospheres of social and financial innovation for innovative clustering of 

creative industries in MED area officially kicked off on June 14th, 2018 in Venice, and 

will end in June 2020. With a total budget of €2.170.196,50, its main aim is to 

elaborate a common model and a toolset to favour and strengthen interactions 

between cultural engines (artists, museums, cultural associations and 

organisations) and CIs/SMEs. 

The enhanced quality and quantity of connections is integrated in the 

implementation of regional and local creative nests that, with their activity, should 

in time generate a smart atmosphere. The form of the nest is chosen because of its 

flexibility in assisting CIs in the search of new innovative ideas, that will be provided 

by the artistic core represented by cultural engines. 

The project, led by the Veneto Region, brings together the following partners: 

-Ca’ Foscari University of Venice – maclab; 

- Veneto Region; 

- Autonomous Region Friuli Venezia Giulia; 

- Maribor Agency for Territorial Marketing Ltd.; 

-Barcelona Activa; 

- Institute of Culture of Barcelona; 

- Technopolis of Athens; 

- Pôle Culture et Patrimoines; 

- Zagreb Innovation Centre Ltd.; 

- TVT Innovation. 

The partners present a set of very different characteristics, as the list includes 

research institutes and public bodies that are investing in the field through their 

policies, but also spaces dedicated to creativity and innovation based in metropoles 

with a strong presence of CIs, and urban areas with defined but not well-known 
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cultural and creative traditions. Each one brings to the table a different situation, 

and a set of skills and past experiences that must be assessed, and later on 

assembled in a form that might suit the idea of nest.  This might be more or less 

difficult according to the peculiarities of each institution, which will be examined 

according to their nature, their actions, abilities and connections. 

4.4.1 The research institute 

As previously mentioned, the maclab is a university research centre dedicated to 

cultural productions. It comprises both the academic research process typical of 

educational institutions and the operative one of laboratories. Its activities, as 

shown with the INSIGNI example, are built on a strong knowledge base accumulated 

through an R&D process, and on an ongoing effort to connect new pieces to the 

already existing ones in order to generate new projects. 

It is strongly linked to both the art and the innovation fields and deeply embedded 

in its territory. As a research body that operates across two different sectors, arts 

and culture and management, crossing separation lines and experimenting is part 

of its core.  The focus of the institution in this case is less on coaching and training 

and more on making things actually happen. 

4.4.2 The public bodies 

Often, as part of local development strategies, incubators, cultural districts and 

other initiatives are funded by regional government or affiliated foundations. As a 

result, Regions are usually responsible for the existence of various spaces dedicated 

to creativity, which can be more or less successful depending on the reason for their 

creation and their governance models. Like many Italian Regions, the Veneto Region 

and the Autonomous Region of Friuli Venezia Giulia have recognised CIs as an 

instrument to promote local development and are therefore involved in their 

growth and management. 

Italian Regions subsidise culture and cultural events as part of their institutional 

obligations, not through concrete actions but with the policies directed to the sector. 

Yearly grants are given to theatre, music, other live performances and to the movie 

industry, to encourage the production of new and innovative projects. Other sectors 
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financed are: exhibitions, promotion of historical memory and folklore, and 

activities directed at young generations.  

The Veneto Region (heritage, culture and sports department) is the leader of the 

programme. In the last decade, the Region has invested in the potential of CIs, trying 

to diversify the type of proposed activities in order to escape the canonical 

categories of supported fields (i.e. design, fashion, digital technologies). Between 

2010 and 2016, thanks to the agreement between the Region and Confindustria 

Veneto, the programme Impresa e/è Cultura has examined the best practices for the 

joint valorisation and promotion of regional cultural heritage, with a specific focus 

on the corporate culture, museum and archives of Veneto’s SMEs.  

Other funding opportunities are offered through the POR FESR 2014-2020, which in 

its last edition financed 18 new enterprises, mostly from what we consider 

complementary fields, and 62 existing ones, mainly groupable in the cultural 

industries category. Furthermore, through the FSE (Fondo Sociale Europeo), the 

Region sustains projects like Atelier Aziendali (2017) and Settore Cultura (2017), 

and the activities of institutions like the maclab. The policies have so far been 

directed at a wide range of artistic, creative and digital projects, constructing a series 

of links that span all the regional territory and allow the interaction of actors from 

different worlds. 

In the same spirit, the Autonomous Region Friuli Venezia Giulia (FVG) has been 

financing actions dedicated to enterprises in the fields of culture, creativity and 

tourism through the POR FESR 2014-2020. In 2017, the institution supported 

twenty new companies (with a total budget of €1.300.000) through tailored 

programs of incubation and pre-incubation, and twelve existing companies (total 

budget of €700.000) through acceleration programmes. Many of the new projects 

were related to tourism and cinema, while existing companies were more focused 

on management, marketing and promotion of cultural enterprises. 

For what concerns European programmes, the Region is currently involved in many 

different yet complementary projects, like CRE:HUB, ChiMERA and smath, all 

focusing on guaranteeing a more sustainable and efficient environment for CIs. At 

present, they are in three different stages of completion, but seem to have been 
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intended as one big, omni-comprehensive project that starts with the formulation of 

the action plan for cultural policies required by CRE:HUB, identifies potential 

stakeholders with the state of the art analysis and the Living Lab of ChiMERA, and 

ends with the formation of a creative cluster that should probably act as a nest for 

smath. 

While all the other preliminary activities have been completed, the cluster is yet to 

be formed. So far, Friuli Venezia Giulia appears to struggle with both the knowledge 

base and the drive to bring all the various actors together. As for the content of the 

nest, the Region might be struggling to identify its interlocutors. Currently, it seems 

focused on the few sub-sectors more strongly linked to the activity of the public 

administration, such as the audio-visual field, disregarding more strictly artistic 

realities already present on the territory. The artistic core figures in the best 

practices identified but mostly in the form of heritage preservation. 

In an area as rich of cultural and artistic activity as that of FVG, this might indicate a 

lack of information at governance level concerning what is already going on, and 

what energies and forces are already and spontaneously at work. Therefore, the first 

step will have to be a more in depth and varied scouting process, to include a wider 

range of activities, both emergent and consolidated.  

Once this additional knowledge is properly collected and processed, the Region will 

have to find a way to enforce the dialogue between those realities and companies, if 

necessary by linking financial support to industrial producers to their involvement 

in activities that include interacting with artists, festivals and such. Only at that 

point, regardless of the existence of a spatially defined cluster, will the Region be 

acting as a nest; it remains to be seen whether its administration will be able to 

nurture the connection between the two worlds. 

4.4.3 The local agencies 

Just like Regions, local governments are heavily involved in the promotion and 

stimulation of growth, through agencies that are at least partly funded with public 

resources and usually operate in the fields of marketing and local development. 

Some of the activities of these agencies, managed directly or through specialised 

institutions, concern the fields of CIs. 
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The Agency for Territorial Marketing Ltd. was established in Maribor in 2002 by 

a group of international professionals from different areas of expertise, to encourage 

regional development and market the Maribor brand worldwide.  

The offered services vary between: local economic development, to attract investors 

and create clusters and business networks; branding & marketing, to enhance the 

perception of industrial, rural and agricultural zones; sustainable development of 

urban areas, culture and cultural heritage, and tourism; tools for strategic 

development, strategy and marketing plans; activities like encouraging local 

partnerships, coordinating and monitoring projects and others, tailored to each 

client’s needs. 

So far, the agency has carried out several different projects, like the development of 

the regional FDI strategy, or the creation of the Adriatic-Danubian clustering project, 

but none entirely focused on cultural and creative industries. Nonetheless, culture 

is at least featured within the list of their operating fields. Moreover, unlike start-up 

centres specialised in coaching and training, the Agency focuses on networking and 

should therefore be able to create connections between different sectors. 

The main difficulty, in this case, seems to be figuring out how to specifically attract 

artists, especially younger ones, and how to figure out a business idea starting from 

their work. The Maribor agency will have to figure out how to best approach and 

relate to professionals in the artistic fields, bending their marketing and networking 

ability to make their needs fit with those of the industrial companies. 

Barcelona Activa is the local development agency of the Barcelona City Council. 

Founded thirty years ago with the aim of promoting the economic activity of the city 

through citizen empowerment, it controls today a great number of facilities, 

including five hubs and two training centres. The agency endeavours to support 

innovation and local business with an innovative approach and specific solutions 

and programs catered to local needs. Its strategy also includes the definition, 

structuring and coordination of public-private partnerships, and the 

professionalization of workers through the creation of transversal profiles. 

Through the years, the agency has been involved in several European projects, with 

a few of them exploring the link between the effectiveness of support policies and 
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the development of local entrepreneurship. Creative and cultural industries, 

together with tourism and manufactural industry, are included in the strategic areas 

on which Barcelona Creativa focuses nowadays, with several initiatives dedicated to 

them. 

The Institute of Culture of Barcelona (ICUB) was established by the City Council 

in 1996, and is currently managed by Barcelona Activa. Its aim is to position local 

culture as a strategic asset for the city’s development. The Institute manages the 

cultural facilities of the municipality, renting some of the spaces and granting access 

to the museums of the network, and promotes private initiatives, cultural platforms 

and projects through subsidies and several activities for the promotion of 

Barcelona’s culture. 

Together, Barcelona Activa and ICUB bring to the table an interesting combination: 

the first provides financial and managerial support, while the latter can offer both 

the creative and cultural contacts and the knowledge derived from working inside 

the field. These elements seem indeed promising, even more when considering the 

easy connections to the other hubs, centres and festivals dedicated to CCIs and 

managed by Barcelona Activa (Clùster Audiovisual de Cataluña, Barcelona Centre de 

Disseny, DOCS Barcelona, Sónar + D, Primavera Pro). 

In this case, though, the risk is that, by connecting only start-ups and young talents 

from the CIs world, the projects might remain inside the nest, without the possibility 

to actually reach the market and have a real impact on the local territory. What 

Barcelona Activa and ICUB struggle with is the ability to involve the other half of the 

nest interlocutors: firms and/or private investors for the joint projects. The 

boundaries of this potential nest need to be eliminated, opening up to all kind of 

companies and finding a way to intrigue them and convince them to interact. 

4.4.4 The hybrids 

Two of the partners have peculiar characteristics that do not fit any of the 

descriptions for creative spaces that were previously listed. In fact, the first one 

groups together the activities of a standard hub with the presence of a cultural 

institution, while the second is a form of aggregation that goes beyond the 
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geographical proximity of a cluster or district, while its creative space does not 

reflect the characteristics of those already examined. 

The Technopolis of Athens has rapidly become one of the city’s most lively spots. 

Born in 1999 from the restoration of a gas factory, it now includes a centre of 

technological and scientific information, the Industrial Gas Museum, which opened 

in 2013, and an innovation hub launched in 2014. The museum hosts events, 

performances of music, dance and theatre, temporary exhibitions and educational 

programs. Its offer is combined with a bookshop that sells objects produced by 

Greek craftsmen and designers, in order to support national creativity and 

innovation.  

The hub is called Innovathens and is the result of the collaboration between the 

Technopolis and Athen Ʃnergies, which unites six entrepreneurial associations, with 

Samsung Electronics Hellas as the main financial and technical sponsor. The hub’s 

main goal is to encourage joint projects and create a sustainable technical and 

organizational environment, in order to differentiate economic activity and attract 

new ideas and entrepreneurs.  

In four years, Innovathens has already organised more the five hundred events 

between hackathons, competitions, festivals and accelerator programs, to give 

young talented individuals and groups the opportunity to exchange know-how and 

develop partnerships. The Technopolis seems also to be located in a favourable 

environment for the development of interesting connections between the various 

groups that frequent its premises, if the current tendency towards the gentrification 

(Rodopoulou, 2017) can be contrasted with an effort to bring artists and creatives 

back to the area. 

The Pôle Culture et Patrimoines was founded in 2007 in Arles, with the intent of 

building a value chain of complementary activities in the fields of restoration, 

valorisation and promotion of cultural heritage. Today, with a hundred members all 

over the region and a net value of €150.000.000 ca, the Pôle brings together 

architects, experts in the restoration and diagnostics of various materials, designers, 

photographers, musicians, actors, video-makers, festivals and museums.   
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Their actions are directed at simultaneously following the development of the 

cluster, fostering collaboration between its members, and promoting the territory 

thanks to the economic development generated by the network. To their members, 

the Pôle offers a network of specialists that can support the company’s growth, a 

program of activities to develop new skills and gain knowledge, tools for the 

communication and promotion of their work, aid in the development of innovative 

projects, and shared spaces, services and resources to form a network based on 

transversal competences, which might bring forth new partnerships and innovative 

activities.  

Archeomed is the hub dedicated to the members (but also open to outsiders). It 

currently hosts twenty-four companies (twenty of which are members of the Pôle) 

that share office space and labs. The main areas of expertise are, as mentioned 

before, preservation and restoration of various materials (stone, paintings, old 

books), valorisation of heritage, technical areas (3D modelling, design) and live 

shows (production, creation and promotion of various genres). Inside the hub, 

members can find both private and shared offices and ateliers, labs and shared 

materials. Coupled with the access to physical space, Archeomed offers also various 

formal and informal meeting opportunities between the members and the whole 

community, to share stories and trade information. 

The artistic core of the Pôle, even though not necessarily connected to visual arts, 

might be a point of attraction for tech firms looking for new fields or ways to 

implement their products. The chances of connecting with interesting potential 

partners is also heightened by the strong links between the Pôle and the 

surrounding community. 

4.4.5 The creative spaces 

In other cases, though the reality of the organisation is more complex, the majority 

of their actions in the CIs field is carried out through programmes and spaces that 

fit into the categories of hubs, accelerators and such. 

Zagreb Innovation Centre Ltd. (Zicer) is a development agency, founded and 

owned by the city of Zagreb, with several different spaces and programs dedicated 

to innovative entrepreneurs. Since 1998, the centre supports innovators by 
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allocating non-refundable grants to speed up their growth and market penetration. 

In the last fourteen years, 300 subsidies have been granted, for a total of more than 

3.5 million HRK. 

The Technology Park Zagreb offers three locations across town for coworking areas, 

conference halls, office space, plus programs of mentorship and business education. 

Other programs in support of innovators are provided by the Plavi Ured project, 

which offers professional education, counselling for the development phase of 

activities and support with crowdfunding, positioning, communication and 

management of operations. 

The centre organizes a yearly edition of Start-up Factory, a pre-acceleration 

program of intensive education with top mentors, networking opportunities and 

promotional support. The 2017 edition featured sixteen start-ups, with five finalists 

invited to the Zagreb Connect conference to compete for the first place. Like most 

facilities dedicated to start-ups, Zicer concentrates its focus on electronics and 

machinery. 

The main thematic areas for the sustained start-ups are in fact: smart energy, smart 

mobility, smart living and smart tourism. The latter is the only mention of anything 

remotely cultural in the included firms, but is actually centred around innovative 

souvenirs, AR experiences, healthy and inclusive holidays, conferences and sport 

events. In this case, the foundation on which to build the nest appear shaky and 

fragile at best. 

The high focus on start-ups that do not even operate in fields that would normally 

be defined as ICTs means Zicer might not only lack any kind of connection to the 

cultural world that may bring artists into the nest, but also knowledge about the 

specific characteristics of this sector and the ability to deal with the individuals that 

constitute it. In this case, finding a way to fill the nest might prove highly 

problematic, but keeping it full might represent an even bigger problem. 

Toulon Var Technologies (TVT) Innovation is an institution created in 1988 by 

local collectives and entrepreneurs to facilitate the genesis of an environment that 

would enable the development of innovative enterprises in the Var Region and the 

Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur Region. Nowadays, TVT Innovation has two different 
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sites in Toulon and includes more than 500 members. It is financed by a mix of the 

institution own resources and public subsidies.  

TVT aims to animate and develop the territory by organising innovative events and 

programs, to support emerging and promising entrepreneurs with mentoring, 

training camps, accelerator programs and help in determining the feasibility of their 

project. They also provide residences or coworking spaces and help start-ups 

integrate in the local environments. Most of their projects grant access to dedicated 

membership, office and lab space and selected events. 

The start-ups sustained so far by the acceleration programme consist mostly of apps 

and platforms for various uses (from a tweet programmer to a platform for the 

management and exchange of collectibles), with no particular attention to the 

cultural and artistic side of CIs. The only exception is Culturevent, a website designed 

to match event organizers with musicians that fit their necessities. The 2018 edition 

has been dedicated to CIs and education, with a call to all those working in the arts 

(spanning from visual arts and theatre to web-docs and videogames), virtual reality, 

e-learning and education in general, but also media, tourism and craftmanship. 

As for the other enterprises who adhere to TVT, they are divided between the fields 

of: biotechnologies, ICTs, machinery, chemistry, marine technologies, medical 

devices, and digital technologies. TVT seems to be struggling with the creation of a 

bridge with the artistic core, thus concentrating on just one side of the actors to 

include in a nest. 

4.4.6 Comparisons 

The evident differences between the partners are due to various factors, such as the 

nature of the institution, the context in which it operates, the CIs fields it focuses on, 

its proximity with the artistic core and familiarity with cross-fertilisation processes 

and, finally, its ability to connect people beyond coaching and mentoring programs. 

One fundamental distinction must be operated between the two Regions and the 

other partners. The different nature of these two public bodies influences in fact the 

tools at their disposal, and consequently impacts their contribution to the whole 

project. Unlike hubs and accelerators, Regions have normative power, but lack 
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direct managerial authority on the different actors operating on their territory. As 

already specified, they act through policies, without a direct intervention. This 

makes the comparison with the other partners difficult, as in the other cases the 

object of the analysis is the mix of direct actions and programs set up by each 

institution. Because of this, they are here analysed separately, as the same aspects 

are considered from a different point of view.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. A comparison of smath partners and their activities 
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Even though the facilities owned by each of the partners are extremely similar, 

especially for what concerns those that manage a physical creative space of some 

kind, the nature of what happens on the inside seems to vary greatly. As for the type 

of supported activities, the comparison delineates two opposite paths: on one end 

there is the focus on the artistic core, as in the case of the Pôle, with a certain 

disregard for ICTs, except for the technological aspect of the various restoration 

procedures; on the other, the preference for innovation through digital technologies 

and devices such as apps, platforms and programs shared by Zicer, TVT, and 

Maribor’s Agency, and relevant also in Barcelona and Athens. 

While the artistic core is more likely to almost naturally interact with other fields, 

even if only to find the necessary funds in other sectors, the focus on digital 

technologies seems to determine a certain difficulty to generate connections across 

the borders. Whether for the lack of appeal of this field for ‘traditional’ artists or for 

the difficulty in communicating with them, these facilities show signs of struggle in 

the attempt to branch out and mix up their members. This might pose a problem for 

the ‘cross-eyed’ activity of the hypothetical hen inside their nests.  
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5- SKETCHING THE MODEL 

 

 

5.1 SETTING UP THE NEST 

As previously mentioned, the idea of a nest can take on many different shapes, some 

more successful than others. Partners within the smath project were tasked with the 

testing of a methodology that might provide a common guideline to help facilitate 

the encounter between cultural engines and CIs, generating in the process both 

project ideas and creative atmospheres. A basic outline of activities to be carried out 

was entrusted to each of them, coupled with a wide range of freedom and an 

encouragement to shape their version of smath based on their unique situation. 

5.1.1 The rules of the game 

The project guidelines identify three main areas of intervention: Sustainable 

Tourism, Urban Regeneration, and Social Cohesion. All ideas deriving from the 

encounter between cultural engines and CIs will have to be sorted into one category. 

For each of the three, a number of fixed activities are suggested, conceived to 

support the emergence of ideas throughout the process.  

As it will be illustrated in the following paragraphs, the first steps provide 

opportunities to gather interested parties and allow them to familiarise with each 

other, followed by several rounds of coaching and support, each more focused than 

the last. To access the more specific and tailored coaching opportunities, 

participants must of course go through a selection process. Each partner is asked to 

start off with a base of at least twenty projects, which must eventually be reduced to 

one single idea per partner. In the end, only one of the remaining ideas will be 

selected by the partnership and supported through a crowdfunding campaign. 

Even though these are fixed points, the concrete reality is bound to be much more 

complex. As each partner is based in a different creative environment, they are all 

encouraged to take into consideration their own, unique context. This reflection on 

the actors, the needs and the trends of their reality must be considered as the 
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founding stone of every smath-related activity. As such, the activities themselves can 

and should be tweaked and modified at will to be as successful as possible in their 

intent. This means that the general outline must be declined in a personalised way 

by each nest. In order to attempt the construction of a sustainable and transferrable 

set of practices and tools, this section will analyse the smath process as carried out 

by Ca’ Foscari’s maclab. 

5.1.2 A warm welcome 

The ‘Info Day’ and the ‘Event in a Cultural Heritage Site’ constitute, according to the 

common structure, the first steps of the programme. They represent the start of the 

scouting process for the identification of the projects that will enter and form the 

creative nest. As such, these occasions should be open to the large public and do not 

(necessarily) require particularly engaging activities or high levels of interaction. 

The main goal of this phase is, in fact, that of spreading the news about the smath 

project among all those that might be interested in joining the initiative. 

The nature of the Info Day is pretty much self-explanatory. Fundamental 

information to convey include the aim of the project, the type of collaborations and 

encounters it seeks to generate, a brief introduction to the idea of the Nest, the 

potential outlets and outcomes for the involved actors, and, if possible, stories and 

examples of what can be achieved through the nest, narrated by those directly 

involved in previous projects. The presence of representatives from public 

institutions and other organisations is also a crucial point, as it shows a link between 

the project and local policies. 

As for the details of the event, the maclab decided to structure its Info Day as a 

workshop, where five entrepreneurs and five cultural operators were given the 

stage to compare their opinions on how to generate creative atmospheres. Delving 

right through the main topic with a debate was a good opportunity to showcase 

since the start the experimental nature of the project. Additionally, the event offered 

the perfect opportunity for the launch of the open call. 

The form allowed interested artists and enterprises to join the nest, and required 

them to state in which sector or through which media they operated, whether they 

had any previous experience with similar collaboration projects and what inspired 
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and motivated them to answer the call. For a larger exposure, it was then 

broadcasted over social media after the event.  

The nature of the Event in a Cultural Heritage site, on the other side, is much less 

defined. According to each partner’s necessities, it can be fused, together with the 

Info Day, in one single event that respects the criteria for the both of them. This 

might represent a way to simplify the organisation of the starting phase, and also 

optimise expenses in terms of time and resources. The Info Day, if held in a local 

landmark with cultural and artistic value, might attract more interested people and 

help spread the news across the artistic community. 

On the other hand, some partners might feel the need to keep the two events 

separated, both temporally and spatially, in order to reach a wider number of 

participants disseminated on the territory. In this case, the event in a Cultural 

Heritage site could act as a second Info Day, or as another occasion to engage the 

audience, perhaps in a different way. 

Aside from the content to convey, there is no fixed set of actions to be carried out. 

The event could be conceived as a conference, a round table, a presentation or an 

info point within a larger event, or any other form preferred by each partner to 

ensure the widest range of resonance for the initiative. It might although be useful 

to plan a moment dedicated to discussion, networking and mingling after the actual 

presentation. This would grant the audience the opportunity to start reflecting on 

the potential of the project and get an initial feel of the possible partners. 

In Venice, the event took the form of an Art Talk on the topic of Arts Management. 

The evolution of the relationship between artistic disciplines and company 

management. The activity was inserted within the program of Arte Laguna Prize, an 

international competition for contemporary artists which every year takes place in 

the spaces of the prestigious Arsenale of Venice. This represented an opportunity to 

explore the more theoretical aspects of the project, giving interested listeners an 

overview of the recent changes and perspectives for the sector of CIs and 

introducing a reflection on the more interesting dynamics of Art & Business 

collaborations. 
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The last step of the first phase is the ‘World Café’. The methodology for this type of 

event has been chosen as it allows for small group-rounds of conversation over pre-

set topics, thanks to the welcoming atmosphere created by the hosts. Such 

characteristics are crucial, as this represents the first moment of true, focused 

interaction between the newly acquired members of the nest. The discussion, if 

conducted correctly, should allow to explore different perspectives on the same 

issue, and ensure that each participant gets to express their opinion on the matter. 

Needless to say, the role of the table host is essential for the success of the event. 

They are, in fact, charged with setting the context and putting participants at ease. 

Moreover, it is up to them to select the topics and ask the questions that will steer 

the discussion towards the specific points that should be discussed. As for the level 

of depth and details of the discussion, each partner is free to choose the best-suited 

solution. Ideally, at the end of the World Café, the first synergies and ideas should 

have already emerged, but it is up to the hosts to decide whether to leave the 

discussion on a general level, or to start detailing possible solutions and projects. In 

both cases, the following activities will have to be adapted accordingly. 

The maclab organised its World Café a month after the Info Day, maintaining the 

same location of the Art Talk. It featured the presence of two international speakers, 

Roberta Comunian from King’s College and Jorge Metelmann from Università di San 

Gallo. The speeches helped set the stage for the following discussion, and provided 

interesting starting points. The participants were well over a hundred, with 

numerous artists and a strong number of enterprises. Discussions were centred 

mostly around introductions and the examination of the expectations for the future 

of the collaborations. 

 

5.2 MATCHMAKING 

The second phase signals the beginning of a stronger mediation effort by the project 

team. The related activities, which include ‘Working Labs’, ‘Study Visits’, and 

‘Follow-up Workshops’, are all intended to help the growth of the creative 

atmosphere. The attention of the mediators, the hens that supervise the life of the 
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nest, is focused on selecting the working groups and help ideas and partnerships 

take form.  

After that, they keep monitoring the interactions between the pairings, smoothing 

possible conflicts and offering advice when needed. Towards the end of this phase, 

they also introduce some coaching elements, providing all participants with the 

basic knowledge required to enter this new venture. Most of the activities, though, 

offer an opportunity for artists and enterprises to get to know each other, discuss 

their ideas and visions, and find out how they fit together. 

5.2.1 Finding the perfect match 

While the World Café might have already sparked some ideas and sympathies, 

relationships between nest members need to be built on trust and common 

objectives. As such, participants need more time and numerous occasions to interact 

before project ideas can be officially finalised. For this reason, the second phase 

requires three events, leading up to the presentation of the chosen projects to 

institutions and financers. 

 The ‘Working Lab’ represents a moment, after the World Café, to continue with the 

construction of the relationship or to start consolidating it. If all the ideas chosen by 

the end of it already have a partnership to back them, the Lab could be structured 

with a hands-on approach, with the aim of starting to delve into the idea, discussing 

the available resources, the needs of the project, the costs and/or other 

specifications. However, this outcome is unlikely. As such, the Lab represents the 

last opportunity to make ideas emerge and pair people with useful and interested 

partners. 

The ‘Study Visit’ offers the opportunity to participants to learn something which 

they might capitalise on for their own project. Each group should therefore visit a 

company or institution working in their sector. The selection of the destination and 

the content of the visit will of course be left to each partner, but the company should 

represent an example and a source of inspiration. Participants should be given the 

opportunity to understand the inner workings of the organisation and, possibly, find 

answers to any doubt or curiosity. By the end of the visit, each one should have 

retained something to adopt and adapt to their own needs. 
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When organising the activities, the project team at Ca’ Foscari decided to combine 

these two steps, organising three different study visits, each followed by a working 

lab. The chosen destinations were three of the enterprises participating in the 

project, respectively specialised in the production of cold cathode lamps, the rental 

and assistance for construction site vehicles, and a bread-making facility within a 

foster home. For each activity, all substantially different, a restricted number of 

visitors was offered a tour of the premises and an explanation of the production 

process and of the company’s values.  

Immediately after, the participants actually got to work on the projects. Each of the 

attending enterprises set up their own desk, where each artist stopped by to 

introduce themselves and discuss common interests, visions for the project, and 

eventually ideas. These encounters, held at a week’s distance, served as an effective 

bridge-building moment. The last one was used mostly to detail the emerging ideas, 

turning them into almost a dozen implementable projects. 

5.2.2 And the winner is… 

By the end of the Working Labs, the maclab nest included fifteen enterprises and 

over thirty artists. Given the wide number of artists and creatives, each one of the 

companies was encouraged to pursue the definition of at least two collaboration 

ideas, before selecting their favourite. The last meeting before a long pause that 

would give them time to reflect on their ideas and discuss the details on their own 

was dedicated to a Marketing Seminar.  

Viviana Carlet from Lago Film Festival and Anna Quinz from Franz introduced the 

participants to the pros and cons of innovative collaborations between artists and 

enterprises, while also giving some effective advice on how to handle some of the 

foreseeable difficulties. The training seminar was followed by a networking moment 

that allowed those who had participated in previous meetings to finalise some of 

their ideas. Moreover, some new entries were given an opportunity to familiarise 

themselves with the members of the nest. 

After a three-months-long official break, the enterprises were asked to choose which 

of the initial ideas they would like to pursue and transform into a complete project. 

The thirteen companies were then invited to present their choices at the ‘Follow-
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up Workshops’: half a day dedicated to analysing the state of the art of each project 

and relationship. The workshops represent the last official occasion to work on the 

definition of the ideas, but in some cases, they might turn out to be so much more. 

According to the state of development of each project, the focus might in fact be 

more or less specific. A few, rare partnerships might be ready to discuss the details 

of a business plan; others, even though in possess of a concrete and structured idea, 

might still have to define their needs and the direction they want to explore with the 

project; finally, those that took a little more time finding a match might require some 

additional time to define the idea, the resources involved and concretise the 

proposal.  

Once again, the aim of the project remains that of developing relationship with a 

natural flow. Forcing all participants to produce concrete models and plans in this 

phase might in fact prove to be premature and counterproductive, as time is 

required to build trust between the partners and to develop the ideas to their fullest 

potential. 

The main objective of the event is to give project holders a collective moment to 

regroup and prepare for the next big step, the ‘Market Place’. In this occasion, at 

least a dozen projects, concrete and implementable, will be presented to a public of 

fellow entrepreneurs, public and cultural institutions, and most importantly 

financial backers. 

The second phase will come to an end a couple months after the Market Place, 

culminating with a ‘Pitching Event’. In Venice, each of the chosen artists will have a 

total of eight minutes to present their idea to a jury composed of experts in the 

artistic field. Each project, consisting in either the production of a concrete work or 

the development of a specific creative process, will be evaluated both for its 

originality and its sustainability. The jury will select six ideas that represent a 

synthesis between the two aspects. The winners will be granted €3,000 for an 

artistic residence in the company that has decided to collaborate with them. 

The next phase of the project will last throughout the artistic residency, with the 

ongoing support of the mediators to supervise and nurture the relationship and its 

results.  
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5.2.3 The interludes 

A fundamental reflection must me made regarding the nature of these activities. 

They are, in fact, to be considered in a processual rather than episodical logic. That 

is to say, not as single, independent events, but as steps of a bigger process. The 

process represents the constant flow of scouting activities, information and effort to 

keep in touch with the outside world that feeds the nest and keeps alive the creative 

atmosphere. Every small interaction, be it a formal meeting to define a collaboration, 

a small-talk conversation during a social gathering, or a quick e-mail to check in with 

a partner, is instrumental in the definition of the most promising ideas, and the 

survival of the nest.  

If the various events scheduled by the project’s guidelines represent an official 

occasion to gather all the actors together and work on their ideas, so much more 

goes on between an event and the following one. The flow of ideas and information 

cannot be paused between the events. At the same time, the definition of the project 

cannot be forced to take place only during these official activities. Ideas require time 

to take shape, details take several interactions to be defined, and the aim of the nest 

is exactly that of providing the environment to make this possible. Hence, the steps 

for the gradual selection of the projects will turn out to be many more than the 

official ones. 

If we regard the activities involved in the set-up of a nest as part of a single, ongoing 

process, the programmed events can be seen as ‘simple’ milestones for the whole 

journey. The labs and workshops are not the occasion in which everything is, almost 

magically, determined. Instead, they represent a moment of pause from the normal, 

continuous effort of keeping up the communication between the parties. In this 

moment, everyone comes together to assess the situation, understand what has 

been done so far, what still needs to be done, and how the nest is shaping up. 

Depending on the results, each partner will have to decide whether to keep going or 

to make some alterations to change their trajectory. 

Even if not explicitly mentioned in the official Application Form, the moments 

between one event and the next are possibly even more important than the event 

itself. To ensure a smooth flow of ideas and discussions, the nest-to-be needs to 



106 
 

concentrate on three important tasks during these phases: keeping in touch with all 

involved actors, keep up the interest for the project and its initiatives and, of course, 

start selecting the most promising ideas.  This all revolves around the formal or 

informal interactions with the members of the nest.  

Each event will almost naturally be followed by emails and phone calls to clarify 

doubts, answer questions, better develop a conversation had during the event, or 

simply check in with those involved and receive some feedback. These daily 

activities, often taken for granted, are at the basis of the nest. The activities 

registered after the three Study Visits/Working Labs included both interviews and 

inspections of the companies with the maclab project team, and ‘private’ 

interactions between artists and entrepreneurs, in the form of emails, phone calls or 

face-to-face meetings.  

Moments like these are what keeps the project alive, giving the actors the possibility 

to further discuss their idea and define it, outside of the couple hours or the single 

day dedicated to the event. Keeping in touch with them and observing their 

development might even facilitate the selection of the final projects, as this will 

generate a deeper understanding of both the sustainability of the project and the 

chemistry between the partners. 

 

5.3 THE HATCHLINGS 

During the months after the Marketing Seminar, thirteen enterprises selected a 

project. The Follow-Up Workshops represented the first opportunity to test their 

presentation in front of a small audience composed by fellow nest members, in order 

to identify the key aspects of their proposal and prepare themselves to repeat the 

same process in front of a wider audience.  

The enterprises span a wide range of economic sectors, from the more creative to 

the ones operating in the manufacturing industry and in heavy machinery, with a 

strong presence of small traditional businesses from the artisanal sphere. Each of 

them selected the project that, out of an average of four or five candidates, seemed 

to ‘speak to them’ the most. Some recognised an instant kinship with the values or 
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the research of a particular artist, some were particularly inspired by the surprising 

remarks made by visiting creative minds, and by the ideas that sparked from them. 

Most of the enterprises are based in the Provinces of either Vicenza or Treviso, with 

the addition of two members from the Venice area. The analysis of the profiles of 

each participant, and of the idea that brought them together can shed some more 

light into the delicate dynamics of the construction of the nest in its initial and more 

delicate phase, in order to delineate a few but crucial elements that should be 

considered as critical points for the success of the initiative.  

What follows is just a snapshot of an ongoing process, capturing the start of a 

journey that has yet to unfurl. As such, the considerations emerging from this initial 

moment will only offer a partial view of the entire operation, and should hence be 

compared with the final results of the project at a later date. 

5.4.1 Arbos & Mattia Novello 

Arbos SRL produces notebooks and other stationery products from recycled 

materials, which gain new life through their new design. The firm has a long history 

of collaboration with artists and creatives to realise new product lines, but the 

founder decided to join the project in order to find a way to deepen this relationship. 

The main expectation for this new challenge was that of finding a way to convey 

their eco-friendly message in a more effective manner.  

After the World Café, the enterprise saw two possibilities ahead of them: either the 

creation of a new product that could strike the right cords and force buyers to reflect 

on environmental issues, or a choice more centred around the process, in order to 

find new communicational tools that could effectively convey the message, 

especially to customers buying the products in some store far away from Arbos’ 

communicative reach. 

In the end, the selected project was Flex, by Mattia Novello, a display based on the 

concepts of flexibility and lightness. The form of the stand is inspired by the Japanese 

tradition of origami, and adaptable to include audio-visual or even tactile supports 

that can help Arbos bridge the divide and speak directly to their final consumer. 
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5.4.2 Artemisia & Anna Piratti 

Artemisia is an art gallery with a special focus on design pieces that are nowadays 

out of production. This activity is coupled with the management of a showroom 

shared with artists, and used to host exhibitions and conferences. Based in a small 

city, the owner of Artemisia joined the project enthused at the idea of collaborating 

to create something interesting, and with the hope of finding a truly creative way to 

share with the local community the recent decision to switch their focus from 

antiquities to design pieces. 

After the first, numerous meetings with interested artists, their vision shifted to 

something closer to the expressivity of performative languages, something that 

related to people. This reduced the choice to two final projects, one more focused on 

the territory, and one centred around people. The end result was a project that the 

owner defines as an initiative of artistic research, carried on by Anna Piratti.  

Dialogo alla pari focuses on the complex net of relationships that the gallery has 

created over the last twenty-seven years, both with clients and with the long list of 

frame-makers, architects and artisans that collaborate with it. Each one of them is 

asked to choose an object that holds a special meaning for them, and to explore and 

explain its significance through an interview, a dialogue with the artist.  

This creates what can be defined as ‘Interior Design’, a collection of personal stories 

and emotions that can be captured through photos or videos. This portrait gallery 

charts all the links that have determined the success of Artemisia through the years, 

allowing the owner to realise the strength of what they have built, and giving 

relevance to each one of them. Both the owner and the artist think this could be a 

new, efficient way to communicate a reality that has been slowly built, over time, 

thanks to word-of-mouth and carefully cultivated relations. 

5.4.3 Contarina & Kensuke Koike 

Contarina SPA is a public company that collects garbage and offers other services 

connected to the environment in an area that spans across 49 municipalities. Their 

process, that includes every step from the collection to the recovery of waste 

materials, has long since qualified as a best practice in the European area. Their 
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values are at the core of their activity, and the decision to join smath was motivated 

also by the possibility of finding a new perspective for their reflection on the 

importance of minimising waste and re-using as much as possible. 

Their experience with artistic actors was limited to educational projects involving 

high schools and amateurs, nonetheless their communication and education 

department admitted to living the experience with great interest, as an occasion that 

opened their minds and allowed them to see new opportunities. The final choice for 

them was between an artistic installation within the company’s premises, and one 

created explicitly to tell their story to the outside world. 

The winning proposal was the second one, presented by Kensuke Koike. Following 

the reasoning that visitors of the premises get to live the experience, the company 

decided to focus on bringing to the outside world those same aspects that had 

surprised and interested the artist. The installation reproduces, with as much 

adherence to the truth as possible, a step of the firm’s process. A huge mountain of 

clean waste, replicating the amount the company operates on hourly/daily/weekly 

is at the centre of the exhibition, with the possibility for children and visitors to 

interact with it. A machinery overhead lets new pieces fall, replicating what actually 

happens inside the company.  

The idea of clean waste on display for everyone to see and appreciate as a work of 

art could have positive results on both external and internal perspectives. Members 

of the recycling community could appreciate the transparency of the process, while 

also dispel themselves of the notion that garbage collection and processing is, by 

definition, dirty. Seeing their daily operations repeated in a cultural context and with 

an artistic significance, on the other hand, could bring employees to view their work 

as something beautiful and worthy. This positive conception is something that still 

constitutes a struggle, and could go a long way towards a stronger environmental 

awareness. 

5.4.4 Electrolux & D20 ART LAB 

Electrolux Italia SPA is a local branch of a Swedish multinational corporation, 

specialising in the production of refrigerators. Their previous interactions with 

artists were, as with other companies, pretty limited, and the opportunity of an artist 



110 
 

in residence was seen as an added value and a challenge. The decision to join the 

nest is also connected to an important moment for the firm, as they are going 

through a phase of digital transformation. A huge investment will in fact allow them 

to automate a significant portion of their processes, but the change will also have 

important repercussions on their workers. 

The company will have to go through an intensive period of training, in order to 

bring all employees up to speed on the new technology. The transition, however, has 

already started sparking a lingering sense of fear of being replaced, or feelings of 

inadequacy. While the interaction between the independent mind of the artist and 

the complex structure of the enterprise will undoubtedly constitute a challenge, the 

collaboration seemed to offer a way to strengthen internal cohesion through the 

disruptive power of artistic languages. 

With these premises, the choice fell upon the proposal that seemed to best capture 

the reflection on the role of digitalisation. D20 ART LAB, a collective working in the 

field of multimedia art and with a long experience of interaction with enterprises, 

proposed an attempt at transforming the impersonal data that every day is 

transmitted to the workers into something more emotional and interactive. 

Throughout the artistic residency, the collective will work with the employees to 

reflect on the kind of data involved in the project, and the most engaging languages 

to translate them into something that will not be easily overlooked. This exercise on 

internal cohesion will take place in the spaces that will later on house the new 

machinery, and will then take on a more definitive form with the realisation of an 

area dedicated to the restitution of those data once the new factory is fully operative. 

5.4.5 Elektra & Andrea Santini 

Elektra SRL specialises in the production of coffee machines for public and private 

purposes, combining technological innovation with the artisanal know-how of 

coffee-making. Completely new to the world of artistic interventions, but highly 

renowned for their products’ design, they saw smath as a significant opportunity for 

new growth and innovation strategies, with a special attention to the story of the 

production processes and the methods used to recount them to the outside world. 
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After the first few meetings, the focus of the intervention was restricted to an artistic 

installation that could help the company by telling their story in a way that could be 

perceived as something more than a normal communication campaign. The final 

choice ended up being the proposal of Andrea Santini, involving a virtual reality 

rollercoaster experience that takes place inside one of the most iconic models 

produced by the company.  

The project respects the main requests of the firm: it is easily replicated and 

transportable, engaging and with a great first impact, not too ‘artsy’ and easy to 

manage even in the absence of the artist. Its target is mostly composed by the 

profiles that may visit the company stand during trade shows, and as such is 

configured as a short experience that involves elements linked to the art of coffee-

making. Ideally, the game could have multiple tracks, potentially with a mix of 

educational, entertaining and purely technical themes. 

The formulation of the idea required, since the beginning, the collaboration of the 

artist with the workers, to provide both accurate blueprints of the machine and 

knowledge regarding its functioning. The artist reported that the engineers seemed 

to be particularly amused by the opportunity of working on their designs for 

something ‘fun’. The company also appreciated the opportunity to reverse the 

outward perception of their products, usually based on their external design, 

focusing instead on their internal mechanisms and showing the level of complexity 

that stands behind a cup of coffee. 

5.4.6 F/ART & Studio Tonnato 

F/ART specialises, as previously mentioned, in the production of cold cathode 

lamps. The collaboration with the INSIGNI project that has already been analysed in 

this document is part of a larger and more complex approach. Since 2017, in fact, the 

company has officially included an artistic branch within its operational sectors. 

Specialised mostly in the assistance of artists for the elaboration of the materials 

needed for the realisation of their works, the company has decided to nominate two 

artistic directors that guide the choice of the projects that will be closely followed 

by F/ART.  
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This decision is combined with the strong statement that makes up their renewed 

vision: the firm strives to be a protagonist of the contemporary art scene, supporting 

the artists that are interested in neon as a medium to realise their projects. As such, 

the company joined the smath community with the intention of strengthening their 

links with emergent talents, exploring the model of the artistic residency. Along the 

way, though, a more personal and deeply rooted theme began to emerge. 

The company is situated along a portion of road known as the Terraglio, which 

connects Treviso to Venice. Created in the 12th century, it is still one of the most used 

and important arteries for the local circulation. Over the years, the road has 

accumulated many different types of uses and destinations: a tree-lined portion 

from the Napoleonic domination, a significant number of Venetian villas, many 

companies that, like F/ART, have since become local trademarks, plus all the people 

that live or pass by the area. While riddled with the common problems of highly 

trafficked areas, the Terraglio remains a peculiar and interesting territory, protected 

by the label of Cultural Heritage for its unique landscape. 

Being an active spectator of all its recent transformations, the company has long 

since been interested in the idea of valorising and re-evaluating the area. So far, 

though, the contacts with the administrations and other local actors had not led to 

any concrete proposal. The project by Studio Tonnato picks up this track, using 

smath as a stepping stone for the realisation of a Museo dell’accumulo, a sort of safari 

across the dissonant and conflicting elements that compose what the artists define 

Industrial Land Art. 

What started as the very practical realisation of an art installation for the external 

area of the firm turned into a much more complex and articulated idea. Reprising 

the example of Arte Sella, near Trento, the project intends to elaborate a sort of 

artistic manifesto containing the criteria for the definition of the Industrial Land Art 

works. Studio Tonnato will realise the first of these artistic interventions, a 

lightening that will represent the energy generated by the transformers produced 

by the company, and will then leave to other artists and other companies the 

opportunity to keep going on, along the established principles, populating the 

Terraglio with new artworks and creating a network for its protection and 

promotion. 
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5.4.7 GV3 Venpa & Teoria e Preda 

GV3 Venpa SPA is the last company and one of the only two from the Venice area, 

specialised in the rental of heavy machinery such as cranes and forklift trucks. The 

previous collaboration with a writer for the realisation of two graffiti pieces evolved 

into a project that offers to other interested enterprises the combination between 

the work of the artist and the expertise and machinery of Venpa for the realisation 

of similar projects. The desire to experiment with a similar experience moved the 

company to join the nest. 

During the early meetings, the representatives of the company explained that the 

firm is currently attempting to sensitise its workers and collaborators to the 

environmental issues linked to their daily activities, which inevitably include a 

significant amount of fume emissions. The company has undergone a series of 

internal activities, concerning both the use of greener materials and the organisation 

of labs around the topic, but the need of an idea with greater and more visible impact 

on the local community remained. 

Teoria e Preda proposed a project called Tracciante, a reflection on the tracks we 

leave behind, especially on their impact on the environment, even when apparently 

invisible. The idea is that of attaching a special filter to the machines used by the 

company. The produced emissions will then be treated with a colloid that will allow 

their transformation in ink. The ink will be used to produce drawings and poetry on 

those local animal species that are most threatened by pollution. The final products 

will be collected for exhibitions, but also used by the company for communication 

purposes. 

Tracciante is a participative process in the most unobtrusive form: the company 

workers produce the source material for its realisation without having to deviate 

from their daily tasks, and at the same time contribute to cleaning the environment. 

Moreover, producing ink from a renewed source allows the artists to reduce their 

impact on the environment and creates something new and with artistic value from 

something that would have otherwise been dispersed into the atmosphere.  
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5.4.8 Hostelsclub & Contactiamoci 

Hostelsclub.com is an online platform that manages bookings and experiences in 

over 30,000 hostels, hotels, camping grounds, B&Bs, guest houses and apartments. 

Their offer targets a young audience that values the feeling of belonging to a 

travelling community. The company, while operating exclusively online, has made 

the conscious decision to establish themselves in the heart of Venice, and takes great 

care in keeping up the relationship of mutual trust established with its clients. 

So far, the firm had kept its distance from the artistic world, as far as their activities 

were concerned. Because of what they now see as an unfounded bias, art was seen 

as something that would not interest their average customer. The project that 

captured the attention of the enterprise was proposed by Contactiamoci, and 

involves a version of the milonga based on the principles of the contact dance, and 

declined to fit within the culture, the music and the space of each of the hostels 

where it will take place. The performance, realised with the active collaboration of 

the audience, will be filmed and streamed on the company’s communication 

channels, to reinforce the perception of their structures as spaces of human 

interaction and discovery first and foremost. 

5.4.9 Magal & Pietro D’Agostino 

Magal is an artisanal lab that creates original and symbolic jewellery. The young 

owner of this micro-enterprise has already collaborated with artists for past 

projects, and decided to join smath to explore the possibility of transforming these 

relationships in more permanent, long-term ones. While the initial focus was on a 

communication project, the chosen idea ended up involving the realisation of a new 

product line based on the idea of making the invisible, visible. 

The expertise in jewellery-making of the owner will be coupled with the artistic 

research of Pietro D’Agostino, and its signature medium, the cartafoto. This is a 

specific photographic format that allows the artist to create images simply by 

positioning the intended objects over the blank paper sheet. The process creates 

images that our eyes could not otherwise see, like the shape of shadows, or the 

spaces and forms between objects. 
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The union with Magal solidifies in a project that starts with experiential labs where 

each client is asked to select a few significant items, and display them as they prefer 

on the cartafoto. The resulting image, once fixed, is transformed into a 3D model, 

and printed. This first prototype is then transposed into a jewel that will allow 

customers to truly personalise their product.  

Another huge aspect of the project is the introduction of a new technique, that of 3D 

printing, into the artisanal boutique. A technique that the owner previously refused 

to adopt, as it would have eliminated the personalised and craft-like tradition 

carried out for two generations is now transformed, through the artistic research 

that sparks the creation, into the tool for an even more symbolic process. 

5.4.10 Pane Quotidiano & Špela Volčič 

Pane Quotidiano is a project carried on by a start-up of Villaggio SOS, created for 

the older children preparing to leave the foster home. The project started to offer 

them the opportunity to learn an artisanal craft, that of bread-making, and a job 

position once reached adulthood. The cooperative nowadays manages three selling 

points, but faces a change at the core of its structure: with a receding number of 

adolescents interested in learning the trade, the organisation is adapting its 

structure and management model.   

While the spaces of Pane Quotidiano routinely host cultural events like concerts and 

book presentations, the organisation has never directly collaborated with an artist. 

Smath was hence perceived as an opportunity to find new ways to define and 

describe themselves, while also stimulating the children and increasing the 

engagement of the local community. An issue that emerged since the first meetings 

is in fact the distorted perception of Villaggio SOS as an isolated and non-completely-

transparent reality, which has created a distance between them and the rest of the 

local community. 

Their expectation met the research interest of the Slovenian artist Špela Volčič, that 

for many years has been focused on the themes of photography and bread, both 

sectors that have been tragically industrialised, losing their artisanal features. 

Progetto Pane intends to create a series of labs in the spaces of Villaggio SOS, 

dedicated to both the investigation and analysis of the traditional processes of 
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bread-making and photography, and the discussion of contemporary aspects of 

their production. 

The labs will engage both the employees/inhabitants of the village and the 

surrounding community, communicating the ethical values of the organisation 

while also opening up the doors, and allowing them to work and discuss side by side. 

The activities, both practical and not, will offer a moment to build a sense of 

cohesion, while the photos and other artefacts realised will be used for invitations, 

flyers, posters, and any other type of gadgets that could be distributed back to the 

community. 

5.4.11 Project Officina Creativa & Federico Seppi 

Project Officina Creativa creates denim and sportswear for luxury brands. The 

company founder has strongly enforced, over the years, a flat organisational 

structure, based on informal interactions and frequent, peer-to-peer meetings. This 

attitude, coupled with a strong passion and interest for oriental cultures and 

philosophies, is reflected in the open space that hosts their working quartiers. When 

entering the project, the firm stated their interest in the creation of an art 

installation to insert within this space. 

Out of the various proposed projects, their values and interest seemed to match 

more closely with those of Federico Seppi, sculptor and land-artist that joined 

smath in order to explore new realities. The idea for Mono No Aware was born after 

a visit to the spaces of the company, and stemmed from the thought of providing a 

sterile and grey environment with a green, breathing and living island. The idea also 

suited the necessity for a more defined but welcoming ‘set’ space to host the 

informal meetings, an area that would allow employees to share their ideas with 

ease.  

The result is a sculpture that matches the oriental vibe of the huge Torii already 

present inside the space. The wooden core of the element will include a section 

personalised with the denim produced by the company, and will be surrounded by 

green plants. It will also feature running water, in order to block out some of the 

noise generated by nearby machineries and create a more relaxing enclosure. The 
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seats within the area will create the opportunity to share a moment within a space 

charged with creative and positive energy. 

5.4.12 Sibania & Fabio Guerra 

Sibania SRL is a company that produces porcelain figurines with traditional 

techniques honed over the years. Their production is divided between ‘traditional’ 

porcelain dolls, and more complex and realistic statues. Their signature elements 

are the expressiveness of the dolls and the extraordinary technique used to craft 

their dresses. A special method developed by their artisans from the Capodimonte 

tradition allows them to perfectly reproduce the texture of lace.  

The enterprise decided to join the project to explore new possibilities and take a 

breath of fresh air, while envisioning two possibilities: either that of working on one 

of the two product lines, possibly exploiting the emotional component of their work, 

or that of a reflection on their techniques. The final choice turned out to be the 

project Fragmenta by Fabio Guerra. The artist, with a long-lasting experience in the 

manufacturing of ceramics, carries out a research on fragments and their meaning. 

The company produces a huge amount of ‘waste’, made up by the clippings that are 

left behind when creating the dresses. To be correctly processed, the materials 

require a dispendious and fundamentally useless process that, so far, could not be 

avoided. The idea of Fragmenta is that of transforming those clippings into new, 

artistic creations, giving new lives to something previously perceived as worthless. 

While this could, admittedly, cut down the operational costs, and potentially 

translate into a brand-new production line, neither of these constitutes the most 

alluring element for the company representatives. The designer in charge of the 

projects admits to a lingering desire to branch out from dolls, into the production of 

something different, but declares to be much more intrigued by the possibility of a 

research focused on the techniques used. Fragmenta is the opportunity to fully 

exploit the possibilities of their artisanal knowledge, coveted by many but so far 

restricted to the dresses. Moreover, thanks to the partnership, an experimentation 

on firing methods has already begun, and both designer and artists are eager to 

discover the possibilities of the collaboration. 
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5.4.13 Verlata & Simona Sala + Alessio Ballerini 

Cooperativa Sociale Verlata operates in many different sectors, including a 

carpentry, a farm, a creative lab on ceramics, and a mechanical department, while 

also managing several local projects. Operative since the 80s, the cooperative is now 

facing two major challenges: the generational change of many of its employees and 

the entrance, with the opening of the farm, into the tourist sector. 

Out of the projects presented, Verlata decided to collaborate with the duo formed by 

Simona Sala, actress and performer, and Alessio Ballerini, sound-artist, sound-

designer and film-maker. Both artists had previously worked, together, on similar 

projects, and their experience was deeply appreciated. The company felt the 

necessity of creating a fervent environment inside the farm, plus that of finding an 

effective way to explain and communicate their complex identity. 

The idea for the project is the realisation of a ‘sound landscape’ exploring the stories 

and sounds of the people working inside the cooperative, and exposing how 

different realities co-exist and mix within its activities. The video itself is included 

within a bigger and more ambitious project, too wide to be implemented within 

smath, yet worth mentioning because of its parallel nature. 

Together, Verlata and the artists want to create an artistic direction programme 

integrated within the company’s activities. The idea includes a number of 

workshops, meetings, and artistic residencies to be carried out, each year with a 

different theme, in order to establish the farm as a place with a strong creative 

potential. 
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CONCLUSIONS 
 

 

This work has attempted to combine the description of the official discourse 

concerning CIs policies with a snap-shot of an ongoing, concrete creative process. As 

previously anticipated, the main discrepancies can be seen on two issues: which 

activities are actually responsible for the generation of innovative ideas, and should 

as such be granted a central role within policy documents, and which factors allow 

this process to manifest itself and generate what can be defined as a creative 

atmosphere. 

As for the first issue, the analysis of the many different models elaborated to 

describe the structure of the CIs sector has shown how, no matter what other 

activities are included within the label, the core remains almost unchanged. The 

Arts, in their ‘purest’ form, have always acted as the engine of creativity and 

innovation.  

The disruptive power of their languages, and the curiosity for the unexpected and 

unknown that characterises artistic research seem to possess the ability to open 

new pathways, especially when inserted in diametrically opposed contexts. 

Interactions between the artistic core and the more practical sectors of the industry, 

in fact, have given birth to both innovation and economic growth. For this precise 

reason, focusing future policy initiatives on them could provide the opportunity to 

truly fulfil the widespread discourse about CIs as the sector that will be able to uplift 

the state of the economy. 

The issue on the dynamics of innovation, instead, requires a more complex shift of 

the common policy rhetoric. As explained, the creative atmosphere that favours 

innovation is not automatically generated by the space to which CIs converge. While 

the existence of a physical place with certain characteristics can indeed be an 

incentive, it is not the original spark. True creativity originates from creative minds 

and from their interactions with both like-minded people and external actors. 

The process of managing innovation and creativity, which is legitimately one of the 

primary concerns of policies at every level, should thus require a higher focus on the 
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relational dynamics, and on the importance of people with the skills and ability to 

act as mediators that can nurture these interactions and ensure their success and 

development. A switch in this direction might be more productive than the 

insistence on a ‘simply’ educational approach, that expects new projects to be 

generated automatically after providing creative minds with financial and 

managerial training. 

As for how this mediation should occur, and the essential requirements for the 

success of these artistic interventions, some possible answers can only be deduced 

by the observation of ongoing projects with similar aims, like the smath programme. 

The nesting process has, by now, completed only half of the scheduled activities. As 

such, the portrayal offered in this document is only, as anticipated, a snapshot of the 

current situation, which might as well change as the single relationships progress. 

That is precisely why all operations regarding the nest should be closely followed, 

and final results should then be compared to these initial observations. 

Nevertheless, even in this initial phase, a few crucial points have already emerged. 

These seem destined to stand true until the end of the process, and offer some useful 

pointers for one of its most critical parts: the set-up of the community and the 

delicate choice of the pairings that are more likely to fit each other’s needs and 

expectations. If the nest has to have a chance at creating something meaningful and 

lasting, these following factors need to be kept in mind. 

The importance of the mediation process 

As new practical elements of artistic interventions come to life, the role of what have 

previously been defined as the mother hens of the nest comes into sharp focus. The 

encounter between two very different worlds can represent, as mentioned in the 

first chapter, a significant clash of values, habits, and perspectives. That is precisely 

why intermediaries are needed. They have the delicate responsibility of supervising 

that spontaneous reaction, ensuring it does not go off track or, worse, implode.  

The profile needed is hence that of someone familiar with both worlds, and able to 

understand their codes and working mechanisms, plus equipped with the skills and 

knowledge to come up with solutions and suggestions when needed. Inside the nest, 

the hens carry out many different tasks: they seek new members, match them and 
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settle the matter of contracts; they help partners establish the focus of their 

collaboration; they assist them in finding investors and other funding opportunities; 

they provide a structure for the collaboration process and guide the partners 

through it, addressing eventual conflicts; they monitor and evaluate the process, and 

share the results with the media and the authorities.  

In order to execute their recruiting and matchmaking tasks efficiently and 

impartially, it is imperative for them to be aware of the inevitable emotional bias 

connected to any social interaction, and to limit its influence as much as possible. 

Decisions regarding the matches should be made, as for any other position, based 

solely on the level of qualification of the candidates, regardless of personal opinion 

and tastes concerning the work of an artist, the medium of choice, or other 

subjective aspects. 

Another fundamental aspect is the mediators’ ability to engage the nest members 

and build trust between them, creating a safe space for them to pursue their ideas. 

The observation of the dynamics in artistic interventions led by specialised 

mediators, like the ones organised by Conexiones Improbables and smath, 

demonstrates that the results are better when the project is developed by both 

partners, together, after they are matched. This corroborates the idea that artistic 

collaborations need a strong base of trust in each other’s abilities to flourish. 

Besides the ‘simple’ activities connected to the recruiting of the members, their 

matching, and the management of the resulting relationships, the hens carry out a 

parallel activity that could be defined as ‘business curatorship’. Few if any of the 

involved companies will possess the necessary self-awareness to paint an accurate 

portrait of either their organisational culture or their current state of the art. 

Without help, not many will be able to define the main issues, changes or events 

taking place within the organisation.  

The mediators, in this case, will have to work hard with the company 

representatives to retrieve the necessary information and decode it, analysing how 

these elements relate to the bigger context of the company culture and helping the 

involved members come up with a detailed description of the challenges they are 

facing or the changes they wish to see. This problem is most common when dealing 
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with low and middle management levels, as they struggle to see the bigger picture. 

Sometimes, though, even representatives at high management levels have a poor 

understanding of the current situation of the firm they represent.  

Situations such as these are, partly, the reason why some enterprises struggle with 

the final choice between different artists. An unclear focus often translates in a 

lingering uncertainty about the objectives of the collaboration, if not about its utility. 

In any case, the final choice between the various proposals should be left to the 

enterprise. The artistic intervention, in fact, should be considered with the same 

level of relevance as any other business transaction. As such, it is the company that 

should evaluate the risk and choose which one is most likely to pay off, but that does 

not prevent the mediators from working with the company to reflect on their needs 

and expectations. 

Finally, the support of the hens can and should continue even after the single 

intervention is over. They should in fact keep linking both parties with other 

interested actors, while also helping them exploit all the different opportunities 

generated by their collective work. 

Defining the expectations 

The ideas proposed for the collaboration need to spark from somewhere. The 

starting point needs to be provided, either by the company or by the artist, as soon 

as possible, in order to start detailing the process that might reach that particular 

objective. Some enterprises, either thanks their rigidly defined organisational 

structure or due to a pressing need, are able to define on their own which aspect of 

their organisation or activity necessitates an intervention. 

Oftentimes, though, the enterprise is not focused or self-aware enough, and the task 

falls back on the artist. It is imperative, then, to match these firms with creative 

minds that are curious about their operations. Some artists seem to have a natural 

sensibility that allows them to capture organisational dynamics in a way then, even 

if void of managerial terms and notions, still delineates an issue. Others are simply 

willing and interested in analysing and dissecting the daily activities, looking at 

them from a different perspective and with a different mindset. 
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In this situation, an excessive amount of attachment, on the artist’s side, to their own 

personal research could prove toxic to the relation, as the final proposal could be 

not enough deeply rooted into the company’s culture to justify the need for the 

intervention. In some instances, though, the previous research adheres so much to 

the values of the enterprise, that not pursuing the chance of a joint effort on the topic 

would signify the loss of a good opportunity. 

In both cases, what should happen is the definition of a concrete, tangible, short-

term necessity that the enterprise wants to answer through the artistic intervention. 

The process carried out through the intervention reproduces that of the macro-

context of the nest, translating the tacit knowledge that is unique to the firm into a 

more tangible and explicit shape. Through the interaction of the artist with the 

members of the company the founding values, pressing needs and future 

perspectives of each of them are shared with the group. The artists then process this 

knowledge through their own, external point of views, elaborating the issue and 

familiarising themselves with it.  

The combination of all this accumulated knowledge is, at the end of the intervention, 

given back to the community, either in the form of a tangible artefact or as the 

resulting changes from the process itself. This allows the artist to enter the dynamics 

of the organisation better than any consultant or designer, delving deeper and 

discovering new opportunities. The task of internalising the message is then left up 

to those on the receiving end.  

The intervention can obviously be oriented inwards, in which case not much of the 

process will be perceived by those not sharing into the company’s organisational 

culture, or outwards, with the connected risks that will be analysed shortly. In any 

case, the entire process is a crucial element of the project, and as such should be 

considered carefully and included in its presentation, as its artistic nature is what 

renders it truly innovative. 

The marriage of opposites 

The dynamics observed within the Venice nest, coupled with those of years of 

experience within the maclab seem to confirm that opposites do, in fact, attract each 

other. The discussion so far has mentioned multiple times that the relationship 
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between distant worlds such as the arts and the industry might prove to be quite 

challenging, and riddled with incomprehension.  What needs to be acknowledged, 

though, is that those encounters might also be the more promising ones. 

The reality of things shows that companies operating within the manufacturing 

sectors, as far away as possible from the arts, are actually the ideal candidate. Even 

while existing within markets and clients that do not necessarily share any cultural 

or creative interest, and without any previous experience, they often prove to be the 

most receptive ones. Their inexperience is, in fact, often coupled with a great 

openness towards new approaches, and sometimes even a pressing feeling of 

subverting their current strategy or managerial perspective. 

With this mindset, they represent for the artist a blank canvas, ready to consider 

innovative proposals and willing to undertake significant changes to ensure the 

success of their projects. Those conditions are more likely to favour the emergence 

of a truly ‘artistic’ project.  

In the case of organisations that already operate in a sector that could be defined as 

creative, or that already define themselves as deeply interested in artistic projects 

and collaborations, the interaction might struggle to generate a spark. The artist’s 

proposal could be seen as something not truly original or easy enough to replicate 

for anyone with a creative mind.  The interaction could either generate friction 

without sparking an idea, or end up conforming to the model of structured, 

functional collaboration already regulated by the market. 

Understanding the requirements 

One of the most common misunderstandings between the participants seems to 

concern the very nature and objectives of the programme.  smath strives to generate 

creative disruption that questions the dogmatic nature of corporate reasoning, 

opening paths to something unique that only an artist could have imagined. The risk 

is, of course, that of not satisfying the requirements.  

Outward-oriented interventions are particularly susceptible to this, as they run 

along the thin line between truly artistic ideas, and simple communication 

initiatives using artistic languages. Ideally speaking, the product of this type of 

collaboration should be something never seen before, or a familiar outcome reached 
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with a process that completely subverts the common production processes. It 

should be, in other words, something so deeply unique and customised to fit the 

identity of the company, that finding something even remotely similar on the market 

would have been impossible.  

Depending on the operational branch of the company tasked with following the 

initiative, a simpler, more common, market-regulated alternative is usually 

available. So far, the involved units are either the Human Resources ones or those 

responsible for Marketing and Communication. Only in rare cases the Engineering 

department is directly connected with the project. Each one of these functions has 

usually collaborated, over time, with profiles that could substitute the presence of 

an artist. Designers, consultants, coaches or communication agencies could easily 

formulate alternative proposals, but those would lack the disruptive and creative 

potential granted by the presence of an artist. 

It is worth mentioning that some of these profiles have recently shown a tendency 

to work more closely with artists, acting as mediators between them and the 

companies they usually collaborate with. On the other hand, some artists have 

attempted to cast themselves in the role of mediators, with mixed results. These new 

emergent tendencies should be monitored for future developments, although it is 

unlikely that they will manage to fulfil all the requirements of the ‘hen’ profile, 

especially those concerning the experience in relating to both the artistic and 

entrepreneurial worlds.
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