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CULTURAL ACTIVITIES' SOCIAL
IMPACT: MEASUREMENTS,
ASSESSMENT, INDICATORS

While resources for the cultural sector remain scarce in almost all
OECD countries, statistical evidence of the economic and social impacts of
culture – probably precisely because of that very scarcity – continue to be
in great demand. Originating and growing in Britain nearly 20 years ago,
the debate is now energising the rest of Europe too. It reflects a general
depreciation of the intrinsic value of culture in social sentiment, and the
parallel emphasis on its instrumental value based on the promise of the
social and economic benefits that culture is expected to generate following
long years of economic crisis.

The complex issue of measuring the impacts of the cultural sector can be
addressed from both the inside and the outside. From the outside, the time is
ripe to investigate the rationales of assessment, to review the actors involved in
all the stages of the process, to question approaches and methodologies, and to
pay attention to the relationship between evidence and political choice. With
these issues in mind, ongoing international efforts to develop wellbeing measures
beyond GDP offer an interesting frame of reference to research on evaluation
and assessment tools for the cultural sector (Annalisa Cicerchia, Why we
should measure, what we should measure). Luca Bergamo (From GDP to
Wellbeing: the measurable contribution of culture) suggests that cultural
capabilities and social capital are key phrases relevant to new global strategies
and for appreciatinng the measurable contribution of culture to societal well-
being. Different cultural factors could be identified and clustered, and their
measurability is possible by combining statistical and non-statistical techniques.

From the inside, cultural projects pose a number of challenges to evalua-
tors. As Luca dal Pozzolo (The social impact we wish for) points out,
both time and financial dimensions are critical aspects of cultural activities.
Assessment often takes place when not all of the effects of a cultural project
have yet been unveiled, and to assess subtle changes in their initial phase
one needs to develop very sensitive tools. Concerning financial measurabi-
lity, many cultural projects funded by the European Commission have
small budgets - less than two million euros. The limited financial dimen-
sion exacerbates problems of measurement: national and regional data are
not sensitive enough to measure local effects of such a small intensity.

Many of the social and economic outcomes of cultural activities, while
desired and welcomed once attained, are unplanned. They derive instead
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from some other objective in a plan, and the explicit content of agreements
between cultural operators and their investors or public funders in the scena-
rio is discussed by Marco Ratti in his article (Outcome indicators for the
cultural sector), with an emphasis on outcome measurements that are useful
both to the cultural organisation and to prospective 'impact' investors, as well
as donors. Ratti reviews theories of change and taxonomic relations between
impacts, and reports on international experiences, with reference also to spe-
cific cultural institutions and activities (e.g. museums, libraries, cultural
events, etc.). Ratti also mentions the case of European Capitals of Culture,
which is discussed at length by Albano and Bollo. Their article (European
Capitals of Culture: impacts, social dimensions and evaluation challen-
ges. The case in Italy) focuses on the growing role of the evaluation process
based on EU guidelines, and on the role of social impacts in the evaluative
discourse. One section is dedicated to the Italian candidacy process for ECoC
2019, examining the social dimension of proposed events, and the methodo-
logical issues relating to the measurement of their social impacts.

The section devoted to documentation offers a rich panoply of cases,
ranging from an analysis of European Commission-funded cultural pro-
grammes (Cristina Da Milano) to the important role of cultural welfare
in the metropolitan strategic plan of Bologna (Antonio Taormina); from
the impact of arts and culture programmes in US and UK prisons (Carla
Bodo), to an experimental alliance between soccer teams and cultural in-
stitutions in their cities to promote cultural participation among the young
supporters (Paolo Serafini); from the need for improved accountability tools
for local cultural planning (Claudio Bocci) to arts-based urban renewal
and recovery experiences (Alessia Zabatino) and to a new impulse towards
urban and territorial strategies and to social and cultural participation,
aimed at creating «intelligent, sustainable, inclusive» places in the periphe-
ral areas of cities, such as in Corviale, Rome (Maria Grazia Bellisario).

On one hand this issue confirms, through descriptions, narratives and
documents, that social impacts of culture are indeed sought after, planned,
and produced; on the other, that there is still a distinct discontinuity
between what the cultural sector does and the capacity to represent it,
beyond anecdotes or generic quantification. In Italy, in infrequent cases
culture is included in the perception field of evidence based policies, as in
European community funded programmes; the use of data, or worse, indi-
cators, shows no progress, innovation or creativity. This is demonstrated by
the fact that the cultural indicator par excellence remains the amount of
(state) museum visitors. This stagnation is the result of a vicious circle, in
which deep-seated and scarce political research demand – as well as even
scarcer research investments – discourage the production of new informa-
tion, new data, finer and more reliable instruments, more complex analy-
sis, better correspondence between surveys and the deep transformations of
culture and its actors. Thus, phenomena are interpreted along with pers-
pectives which have grown old, distant from reality, and increasingly in-
capable of capturing. It is unlikely that the existing good bottom-up prac-
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tices, or the moral suasion of EC programmes alone, will induce the qua-
lity leap that is required today. Overhaul of the entire research system
appears vital, as well as a strong strategic and technical connection with
the institutions, the organizations and the operators of the cultural sector,
and those who support and invest in it.

(Annalisa Cicerchia)


