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Abstract. There is a socio-economic threshold beyond which creative cities are at risk to become 

inaccessible to young, promising, but often low-income, cultural and creative professionals, thus 

undermining a major source of cultural dynamism. Building on this argument, scholars have 

increasingly weighed out the benefits of culture-led development. Yet, the literature dealing with 

this topic is mostly based on single case studies, failing to provide broad comparable evidence, 

particularly for European cities. To improve our understanding of how culture-led development 

may unfold in an urban context, we empirically analyse the creative and cultural performance of 

190 cities in Europe, using the European Commission’s Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor – a 

unique dataset that gathers 29 culture-related indicators for a very diverse sample of urban areas. 

We find that there is no strong correlation between empirical indicators of a city’s cultural 

vibrancy and its creative economy performance. This may be due to deliberate policy choices, 

among which specialisation choices, or rather to unintended (and unsustainable) consequences of 

culture-led investment strategies that a deeper understanding of the interaction between the 

culture and creativity dimensions may help correct, if backed by sound empirical evidence. 

Keywords: Cultural cities; creative cities; Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor; Culture-led urban 

development. 

   

1. Introduction 

In the past forty years, an extremely rich and growing body of literature has explored the linkages 

between culture and urban development, largely focussing on the economic, social and image-

related benefits that cities may derive from the combination of particular types of knowledge and 

‘soft factors’, especially related to the rise of a new cognitive-cultural economy (Scott, 2008). The 

topic has been broadly covered also in institutional reports of international standing (e.g. UNCHS, 

2004), that have demonstrated the emergence of culture-led approaches for cities attempting to 

preserve or improve their standing in an increasingly competitive global arena. 

While scholars from different fields ranging from geography to cultural policies to urban studies 

have conceptualised the rationale behind these linkages (e.g. Scott, 2014) and the different routes 

these can take in policy practice (e.g. Vickery, 2007), another established literature stream from 
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this same varied set of disciplines has built upon the early culture-led regeneration practices of 

Glasgow 1990 and subsequent European capitals of culture in the later 1990s to highlight the 

tensions that may stem from urban policy's supposed ‘panacea’ of conflating creative/economic 

and cultural/artistic goals. Much of this literature is an open criticism to what has become the 

‘Creative City mantra’ that the well-known creative class paradigm developed by Florida (2002, 

2005) has contributed to popularise, particularly in policy circles. Despite its undeniable merits as 

regards the new visibility and relevance that the Creative City discourses have conferred to urban 

stakeholders, including cultural and creative workers and industries, scholars have highlighted 

numerous unintended consequences of creative cities policies. These range from the limited 

benefits in terms of capital gains of the arts sector to the lack of involvement of the local 

community (Landry & Bianchini, 1995) to the loss of production functions in favour of purely 

consumption-oriented retail districts to the choice of international style architecture, that lacks 

bonds with the local context and community, to phenomena of gentrification with consequent 

misplacement of long-established residents (Miles, 1997; 2000), often including low income, 

promising young artists. In other words, what remains controversial is the actual beneficiary of 

creative city policies (Markusen, 2006). As Florida has more recently recognised (2017), social 

cohesion and inclusion are equally critical conditions for sustainable development. Failing to 

acknowledge this may easily backfire, turning thriving cultural cities into increasingly exclusive 

and socio-economically unequal ones – a transition that however does not necessarily preclude 

success as defined by creative economy standards (Miles & Paddison, 2005; Navarro Yáñez, 2013; 

Peck, 2005). 

The primary intention of this paper is to build upon the existing and by now established knowledge 

on the problematic consequences of some creative city policies to carry out a large-scale empirical 

study on the relation between the creative economy and cultural vitality as provided by the 

European Commission’s Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor project on a unique and diversified 

sample of 190 cities located in 30 European countries (27 EU Member States, plus UK, Norway 

and Switzerland). As such, the paper mostly draws on the broad field of urban studies that 

intersects with culture-led and creative city policies.  

There is clearly an endless body of studies that prove the flaws of such policies. However, most 

analyses of creative cities suffer from one of two main limitations. They either problematise the 
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creative city concept without providing evidence of its unintended (negative) consequences, or 

they do provide evidence but limited to a few specific case studies that make it difficult to 

generalise results.  

Our goal here is not exploring new kinds of tensions in creative cities, so that this paper does not 

engage in analyses of specific policies, practices or impacts. We rather test the unique ability of 

the Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor’s dataset to measure the actual level of association 

between creative/economic and cultural/artistic performances on a rich set of European cities. Our 

analysis highlights how such data may be helpful in revealing the often-implicit dilemmas between 

cultural and economic policy goals, making them statistically observable and measurable. 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. First, we offer a concise overview of the 

conceptual roots that have shaped the culture-creativity link at urban level, with a main focus on 

its contentious character. Second, we introduce a tool, the Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor 

(Montalto et al., 2019), which enables us to empirically measure various dimensions of culture and 

creativity in 190 European cities. Third, we interpret and discuss results, focusing on the 

cultural/creative dimensions that prevail in different European cities, pointing to the main policy 

choices or contextual factors that may underpin these results. In the conclusions, we argue that 

sustainable ‘city making’ – a major policy objective today – requires a careful appreciation of the 

possibly contradictory directions that cultural investments may take, as confirmed by the empirical 

evidence provided in this paper.  

 

2. Culture, creativity and urban change: policy rationale and embedded tensions 

Artistic and cultural production is strongly intertwined with the life of cities. Cities have 

historically been the cradle of major art scenes and institutions, which in turn contributed to 

strengthen their prestige and attractiveness across the centuries. Yet, pulled by the spread of 

culture-led regeneration policies in urban settings (Miles & Paddison, 2005) and the success of the 

following creative city paradigm (Landry & Bianchini, 1995, Florida, 2002, 2004; Scott, 2010), 

culture has acquired a renewed legitimacy for policy makers and scholars as a main driver of urban 

creativity and vibrancy (Sacco, Ferilli and Tavano Blessi, 2014). 
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However, the origins of the creative city idea are not in culture (Scott, 2014). In Yencken’s 

thoughts (1988) - one of the first authors writing about an aspirational ‘creative city’ - the creative 

city is shaped by many factors, including the combined capacity to be economically efficient and 

emotionally appealing. In addition to that, for Yencken, a creative city should also provide cultural 

opportunities that matter to people, providing them with occasions for active creative expression 

and not just for passive aesthetic experience. He stresses the role of artists and their creative 

capacity to re-signify and repurpose daily human affairs in an emotionally engrossing way, 

contributing to shaping a city’s unique ambience and charm.  

This first argument is in line with Landry’s comprehensive formulation of the idea a few years 

later. Creativity is at the core of the creative city paradigm, and is expected to re-energize all 

aspects of urban existence, including the cultural life of the city (Landry, 2000). In his collaborative 

work with Bianchini (Landry & Bianchini, 1995), he sees creativity as a method to cultivate a 

city’s cultural resources to help cities in their ‘soul searching’ process of finding a new identity 

and purpose in a context of post-industrial restructuring. Artists and their creativity are valued for 

their capacity to connect to the local communities, to anticipate socio-cultural change and to 

provide fresh ideas and insights in tackling social challenges.  

Alongside this first line of thought, some geographers and sociologists started to focus attention 

upon the cultural economy of cities (Lash & Urry, 1994; Molotch, 1996; Pratt, 1997; Scott, 1996), 

and these ideas rapidly intertwined with work on the creative city. Culture and creativity are 

conceptualised here as production inputs to highly specific economic production systems which 

produce goods and services with high intensity of aesthetic and symbolic content. A self-

reinforcing process is established between the city and its cultural and creative assets: the city 

provides a stimulating environment to its creative workers, who in turn help grow and enrich the 

city’s cultural and economic capital.  

Overall, research on the urban and regional foundations of creativity was still relatively peripheral 

until the late 1990s. The early 2000s marked a turning point, with the publication of Richard 

Florida’s influential (2002) book on the rise of the ‘creative class’ – an event that almost 

immediately sparked off a burgeoning debate about creativity as a dynamic force of urban 

development. The argument is notoriously that ‘places with a flourishing artistic and cultural 

environment are the ones that generate economic outcomes and overall economic growth’ 
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(Florida, 2002, p. 261), not just because of the direct economic impact of the cultural and creative 

industries but mostly because of the socio-economically transformational power of high-human-

capital workers and professionals (the creative class) upon places with clear but as yet untapped 

cultural potential that result particularly attractive to them (Cunningham, 2012).  

The ensuing, growing tide of research and the popularisation of the creative city idea brought about 

by the ‘creative class’ approach may be seen in perspective as the mature fruit of the strong, sudden 

‘cultural turn’ of urban policies taking place in the 1990s (see among others, Montgomery, 1990; 

Bianchini & Parkinson, 1993; Hall, 2000; Kong, 2000). The renewal programmes that have been 

promoted ever since in a number of North American (see among others Grodach, 2012 and Ponzini 

and Rossi, 2010 on the cases of Austin and Baltimore) and West European cities, many of which 

in the latter case under the auspices of the European Capital of Culture initiative (see e.g. Tasmin 

& O’ Brien, 2012 on Liverpool), can be considered as the stepping stone of the culturalisation of 

urban policies (Ponzini & Rossi, 2010). In practice, however, such cultural turn has been far from 

monolithic, translating into a number of different approaches and views, ranging from staging arts 

and cultural projects in the urban space with very different degrees of integration into urban 

development strategies (Evans & Shaw, 2004; Vickery, 2007), to culture being promoted in the 

form of localised complexes of cultural-products industries (Scott, 2000), to clusters facilitating 

the process of strategic adaptation and change across the whole economy (Potts, 2009; Sacco and 

Crociata, 2013), and to culturally vibrant scenes being regarded as an attractive consumption asset 

for highly educated classes of workers (Florida, 2002, 2004).   

The uptake of the creative city ‘discourse’ generated undeniable benefits, ranging from the 

emergence of new conceptual frameworks ‘bringing the dimensions of economy, culture, and 

place back into some sort of practical and humanly reasonable harmony’ (Scott, 2006, p. 15), to a 

renewed policy focus on the arts and cultural sectors from the perspective of both production and 

consumption, which empowered these sectors’ arguments for increased funding and support from 

government agencies (Moore & Cherry, 2015), to the emergence of new arts and culture 

consultancies that further contributed to introduce artists into public commissions (Vickery, 2007). 

Policy implementation has however remained fraught with partial and sometimes contradictory 

achievements, dampening the initial optimism about culture-led regeneration strategies. The first 
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wave of critical response mostly pointed to the varied degrees of integration of cultural 

components in urban regeneration plans, to the limited benefits for the arts sector in terms of capital 

gains compared to the real estate sectors as well as to unmet local needs and interests, due to the 

lack of involvement of local communities – an issue that arose from the very early stages 

(Bianchini & Landry, 1994) and that has remained relevant throughout. Critics from the 

interdisciplinary field of ‘urban studies’ immediately followed, with a major emphasis on how 

public space and the new aesthetics of the city were being (negatively) affected by political 

prioritisation of a ‘leisure-retail led’ regeneration disguised by a policy rhetoric of culture-led 

regeneration (Miles, 1997; 2000; McCarthy, 2002). The advent and decline of the ‘creative class’ 

paradigm carried with it an additional load of critical arguments (see for instance Moore-Cherry, 

2015, for a  good overview of main critiques) that partially echoed earlier rounds of criticisms – 

see among others Chatterton (2000) on the lack of citizens’ empowerment in the public debate on 

urban developmental strategies, or Cunningham (2012) on the cultural consumption/leisure 

approach mainstreamed by the ‘creative class’ approach as opposed to the production-centric 

creative economy conceptualisations by authors such as Saxenian (1996), Sassen (1994), Scott 

(2000), Storper (Storper & Scott, 2009), Markusen (2006), and Curtin (2003). The implications of 

the creative class paradigm in terms of social justice are particularly noticeable. While some 

scholars have studied effects on class, gender and racial inequality (Leslie & Catungal, 2012; 

McCann, 2007; Peck, 2005), others have more specifically emphasised the contradiction between 

the role of artists and creatives in shaping cities and the prioritisation of the interests of public 

administrations and private investors. Artists and creatives (together with disenfranchised former 

residents) become the inevitable victims of the ensuing processes of redevelopment and 

gentrification. The policy implementation of ‘creative class’ approaches physically expels them 

from urban neighbourhoods, undermines their civic agency, and disrupts the local cultural milieu 

(Mclean, 2014; Novy & Colomb, 2013). Such tensions derive from diverging priorities and goals 

across stakeholders. The struggle to reconcile the interests and perspectives of cultural producers, 

and the recognition of their contribution to urban quality of life, with urban policy agendas failing 

to give due representation to such concerns is deep-seeded, and has serious consequences in terms 

of urban inclusion and long-term social sustainability. 

From this necessarily brief literature review, it appears that the relationship between culture, 

creativity and cities may be built along different dimensions, which are often complementary but 
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also possibly conflicting. There is in principle no theoretically compelling reason to expect that 

the local factors that allow a city to qualify as ‘cultural’ according to certain criteria also cause it 

to qualify as ‘creative’ according to different criteria, and attempts at giving a ‘creative’ turn to 

strongly characterized ‘cultural’ cities may prove challenging (Zeng et al., 2020). While the 

dominance of non-cultural or even anti-cultural motivations within broader urban regeneration 

objectives (Vickery, 2007) may be a self-evident reason for missing out cultural vitality objectives, 

various scholars have in addition demonstrated the essential role that the specific contextual factors 

including prior economic development and local institutions and actors (Leslie & Rantisi, 2006; 

Barnes & Hutton, 2009; Grodach, 2012) play in determining the actual scope and impacts of 

culture-led urban policies.  

Has this (often) confrontational relation been solved since the first uptakes of culture-led policies, 

about forty years ago? And to what extent do urban empirical metrics (still) reflect the 

heterogeneous policy approaches to culture-led development highlighted in our review and the 

observed tensions between the creative/economic and artistic/cultural objectives? Such questions 

are particularly timely in the light of the need to keep promoting creative cities that are first and 

foremost inclusive and sustainable (e.g., Darlow, 1996; Kagan and Hahn, 2012; Alsayela, de Jong 

& Fransena, 2022).    

      

3. The Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor: data and methods 

Despite the popularity of the culture- and creativity-led development approach in urban studies 

and policy, there is a scarcity of comprehensive and comparable metrics of culture and creativity 

at city level. The Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor (hereinafter: the Monitor) developed by the 

Joint Research Centre of the European Commission is precisely intended to fill this knowledge 

gap.  

While the full rationale and methodology underpinning the Monitor can be found elsewhere 

(Montalto et al., 2017; Montalto et al., 2019), here we briefly recall the three main steps that 

informed its development: (i) a double-fold literature review drawing on the culture-led 

regeneration and the composite indicators research stream, with focus on those indices that – 
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partially or totally – cover culture; (ii) identification and gathering of relevant and available data 

on culture at city level, based on five quality criteria1; (iii) conceptual and statistical analysis, on 

the basis of which 29 indicators have finally been retained out of an initial dataset of around 200.  

In a nutshell, as the complexity of culture cannot actually be captured by a narrow definition, 

attention has been placed on (some) meaningful aspects that can empirically be measured by 

making the most of available data, which come from both Europe-wide official statistics and 

‘experimental’ web-based sources. As such, the Monitor conceptualises and measures nine main 

dimensions of cities’ cultural and creative milieux, which relate to three aspects (see Table 1). 

First, ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ measures the presence of diverse participation opportunities, which is 

notably captured by ‘physical quantities’ of culture-related venues (Throsby, 2001, p. 46) as well 

as the capacity of such venues to attract audiences, as reflected in indicators such as ‘number of 

museum visitors’. Second, ‘Creative Economy’ addresses the contribution of culture to a city's 

 
1 The Monitor combines data from various sources and complements them with data from web 

sources. For most indicators, the Monitor uses a city-specific dataset (Eurostat’s Urban Audit). For 

other elements, e.g. number of graduates in arts, humanities and ICT or the percentage of people 

satisfied with cultural facilities in their city, it uses data from thematic datasets covering topics 

such as education and quality of life, the European Tertiary Education Registry, and the European 

Commission’s survey on the Quality of Life in Cities. In order to get the most robust measure 

possible with the smallest number of indicators, the Monitor considers and combines five selection 

criteria: coverage (data available for at least 50% of the city sample); availability (either as peer-

reviewed scientific data, as data provided by international organisations or as 'experimental data' 

coming from the web); verifiable quality (official statistics, quality control performed or best 

available data at the moment of data collection); timeliness (representing most up-to-date datasets 

available at the moment of the data collection); and relevance (based on the literature as well as 

on the opinion of a group of fifteen experts with proven knowledge and expertise in culture and 

urban development matters who joined two consultation workshops). In addition, robustness 

checks show that the C3 Index and its three sub-indices are robust to changes in the dimension 

weights and the normalisation method, for the majority of the cities analysed. 
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economy, through indicators relating to creative and knowledge-based jobs and innovation outputs 

(e.g. ICT patents and new designs). Third, the ‘Enabling Environment’ focuses upon some hard 

and soft conditions that favour the development of lively cultural environments and flourishing 

creative economies, such as the availability of different typologies of transport connections, the 

level of diversity, tolerance and trust, and the efficiency of the governance system (e.g. Landry & 

Bianchini, 1995; Van Der Borg, Russo, Lavanga, & Mingardo, 2005).  

Indicators covering each of these three aspects are aggregated in order to obtain three synthetic 

measures of performance (i.e. the ‘Cultural Vibrancy’, the ‘Creative Economy’ and the ‘Enabling 

Environment’ sub-indices) that assess cities on a 0-100 scale, where higher scores signal better 

performance.  

Table 1 The Cultural and Creative Cities' Monitor: conceptual framework and indicators. 

Sub-Indices Dimensions Indicators 
Cultural Vibrancy  Cultural Venues & 

Facilities 
Sights & landmarks 

Museums & art galleries 
Cinemas 
Concert & music halls 
Theatres 

Cultural Participation & 
Attractiveness  

Tourist overnight stays 
Museum visitors  
Cinema attendance  
Satisfaction with cultural facilities 

Creative Economy  Creative & 
Knowledge-based Jobs 

Jobs in arts, culture & entertainment 

Jobs in media & communication 
Jobs in other creative sectors 

Intellectual Property & 
Innovation  

ICT patent applications  
Community design applications  

New Jobs in Creative Sectors  Jobs in new arts, culture & entertainment 
enterprises 
Jobs in new media & communication 
enterprises  
Jobs in new enterprises in other creative 
sectors 

Enabling 
Environment  

Human Capital & Education  Graduates in arts & humanities 
Graduates in ICT  
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Average appearances in university rankings  
Openness, Tolerance & Trust  Foreign graduates 

Foreign-born population 
Tolerance of foreigners 
Integration of foreigners  
People trust 

Local & International 
Connections  

Passenger flights  
Potential road accessibility 
Direct trains to other cities  

Quality of Governance  Quality of governance  

 

In the absence of an operational definition of ‘creative cities’, the 190 included in this monitoring 

project ultimately include those, in 30 European countries (EU-27, plus UK, Norway and 

Switzerland), that share a common developmental focus on culture and creativity, meaning a 

willingness to invest, at different levels and with different modalities, in local cultural resources 

and foster creative endeavours with a view to sustain socioeconomic growth. To ‘proxy’ such 

engagement, three criteria were finally retained. The final sample thus includes 190 cities spanning 

the full size range from global metropolises to small, dynamic towns, namely 98 cities that have 

won or have been shortlisted for the title of European Capital of Culture; 33 UNESCO Creative 

Cities; and 59 cities that host at least two major permanent cultural festivals.  

The selection of pertinent metrics to capture culture and creativity is clearly far from being a trivial 

exercise. The indicators included in the Monitor ‘merely’ represent 29 measurable aspects of the 

selected cities that are consistent with the multi-dimensional foundations of culture discussed in 

the literature. More particularly, the Monitor succeeds in breaking from a narrowly economic 

perspective of culture (i.e. ‘Creative Economy’ sub-index), by additionally considering, among 

others, the driving role of cultural venues and cultural participation (i.e. the ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ 

sub-index). 

But to what extent are highly performing urban creative economies also culturally vibrant cities?  

Building on the analytical power offered by this unique type of tool, we focus our analysis on the 

relation between these two aspects, as empirically measured by the Monitor’s relevant sub-indices. 

From a methodological perspective, we proceed in two steps. First, we assess how cities perform 
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on the ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative Economy’ sub-indices and, more precisely, whether their 

score is above / below the median value for all the 190 European cities included in the sample 

(Figure 1). We label the resulting quadrants as follows: ‘Cultural and Creative Cities’, ‘Cultural 

Cities’ and ‘Creative Cities’ for cities recording a score higher than the median on both sub-indices 

(upper right quadrant) or only on the ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ (upper left quadrant) or ‘Creative 

Economy’ (lower right quadrant), respectively. The remaining lower left quadrant identifies the 

‘below-median’ cities, meaning those cities that, despite their active engagement in promoting the 

emergence of a cultural and creative milieu, still under-perform on both dimensions. We then take 

one step further by considering the role of two contextual variables in determining the ‘Cultural 

Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative Economy’ performance. To this purpose, we produce two different box 

plots. A box plot is a method for charting the distribution of numerical data, taking the minimum, 

first quartile, median, third quartile, and maximum value of the distribution as reference points. In 

this case, the two box plots show how the two scores vary in cities grouped in five income and 

population groups, respectively (for more details on how the groups are obtained, see Montalto et 

al. 2019).  

 

4. How cultural and creative are European cities? 

As it is easily seen from Figure 1, there is no simple, positive correlation between the size of the 

creative economy and the cultural vibrancy of a city.  
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Figure 1. Cities’ performance on Cultural Vibrancy and Creative Economy. 

 
 
There are of course many cities that excel on both sub-indices, but there are also many others that 

perform above the sample median on one scale, but under median on the other. And even within 

the cities that do well on both dimensions, there is not a clear hierarchy: also in this case, we find 

cities that do relatively better on one side than on the other, confirming the principle that each city 

features its own specific mix. For instance, Stuttgart, Stockholm, and Munich, while excelling on 

both dimensions, are much more creative than cultural, whereas in the same category Florence and 

Weimar are way more cultural than creative. Sofia and Bucharest are excellent on the creative side, 

but under-performing on the cultural. Vice versa, Bruges and Venice are excellent on the cultural 

side, but under-performing on the creative one. 

In other words, at the top of the Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor rankings in the various 

dimensions we find not only the usual suspects such as London, Paris, Milan, or Amsterdam, but 

also cities like Karlsruhe, Lund, Tartu, or Galway - which are not the first that come to mind when 

we think of the typical European cultural city - as well as well-known heritage cities such as 

Florence, Weimar, or Avignon. There are, therefore, many different successful models, and this, 

essentially, means one thing: that every city can reasonably aspire to become a thriving cultural 

city, if only it is able to fully express its own potential and to build its own, place-specific mix. 
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What this data tells us is that there is no simple recipe to help a city thrive by means of culture. 

Strategic goals may differ: one may be more interested in direct economic impact (so that the size 

of the creative economy is the primary concern, either in terms of employment or innovation 

outputs), or in making culture a cradle of future creative talent (so that we should instead look at 

cultural vibrancy and its instrumental value at attracting creatives). 

As shown by Figures 2 and 3, contextual conditions do also matter to a certain extent. The analysis 

of scores by income per capita and population groups offers various interesting insights in this 

respect.  

On the one hand, the levels of Cultural Vibrancy and Creative Economy are significantly different 

in European cities with different income per capita, suggesting that both cultural and creative 

vitality may benefit from higher income opportunities. This may be the result of the concurrence 

of several factors. In relatively richer cities, public and private resources for investments in cultural 

infrastructure and for the financing of ambitious cultural initiatives and events are generally more 

abundant. Likewise, in richer cities there is better availability of investment in new and emerging 

creative businesses and there is a higher spending capacity in creative products.  Moreover, in 

relatively richer cities artists, cultural and creative professionals all generally face more and better 

paid job opportunities, and this in turn positively influences their career prospects and 

accomplishments. Such joint, favourable conditions positively impact upon the city’s cultural 

vitality. In turn, a more culturally vital, high-income city is likely to reinforce its economic 

competitiveness, attracting more valuable human resources and skills, increasing its touristic 

appeal, and so on, further improving economic conditions. Interestingly, income has a positive 

effect both in terms of Cultural Vibrancy and Creative Economy, but the effect is more pronounced 

in the latter case. A rich and thriving creative city generally offers much more prestigious and 

better paid professional opportunities in strongly market-oriented creative sectors such as media, 

advertising, and fashion than a relatively poorer one. Consequently, the score gap between 

relatively richer vs. poorer cities is large, and especially so between the extremes of the spectrum. 

In a culturally vibrant city, better availability of economic resources is also beneficial, but a less 

market-oriented cultural talent may thrive in relatively poorer urban environments as well, so that 

the score gap between relatively richer vs. poorer cities at the extremes of the spectrum is less 

dramatic and there is more generally less inequality of scores across the various income groups. 
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On the other hand, Cultural Vibrancy and Creative Economy are influenced in fundamentally 

different ways by city size. Cultural Vibrancy does not significantly differ in European cities with 

different population size, so that, on average, small cities may be as good as big cities in that 

respect, and in fact small cities may even be (slightly) more vibrant than large and very large ones. 

For the cultivation and expression of cultural talent, small may be beautiful, possibly also because 

of more favourable and more relaxed living conditions with respect to metropolises. On the other 

hand, in terms of Creative Economy city size makes a clear difference, and very large cities enjoy 

a major advantage with respect to all other city size groups, and especially with respect to medium 

and small cities. The reason is that in large cities the more market-oriented creative sectors find 

better opportunities both on the supply and the demand sides which are essentially related to city 

size. The divergence of the effect of city size on Cultural Vibrancy vs. Creative Economy scores 

is an interesting result that deserves to be further investigated in future research. 

To sum up, as regards Cultural Vibrancy, the performance of European cities differs across income 

groups but not across size groups, suggesting that cities of different size may provide alternative, 

successful models of cultural vibrancy, whereas availability of resources makes a difference, as it 

could be expected. As regards Creative Economy, the performance of European cities does 

significantly differ across income groups as well as population groups2.  

Overall, income levels are better predictors of the scores of European cities under observation than 

population size, but in the case of the Creative Economy the two variables are mutually reinforcing 

– a result that resonates well with the literature on the tendency of cultural and creative industries 

to concentrate in densely populated areas in terms of people and economic activities (see next sub-

section).  

 
2 The results of the Wilcox test (a non-parametric statistical hypothesis test used for non-normally distributed data, like 
the ones under analysis) are as follows: ‘Cultural Vibrancy’: all income groups are significantly different from each 
other, except groups 2 and 3, but there are not significant differences between population groups; ‘Creative Economy’: 
all income groups are significantly different from each other, while most population groups are statistically different 
from each other, in particular the Extra-Extra Large group is significantly different from the Large, Medium and Small 
groups but not from the Extra-Large group. Also, the Small and Medium groups are not significantly different. Results 
are available upon request. 
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Figure 2. Box plots of ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative Economy’ scores by income groups 

 

Figure 3. Box plots of ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative Economy’ scores by population groups 

 

Note: each interval is built around five values: minimum score, the first quartile, the median, the third quartile, and 
the maximum score. Points outside the intervals represent outliers. 
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5. Discussion 

Most analyses of creative cities problematise the creative city concept providing little or no 

evidence of its unintended (negative) consequences, on the basis of a few specific case studies. 

Using data from the Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor, we were able to examine, empirically, 

the relation between the creative economy and cultural vitality of 190 European cities. 

The unique ability of this dataset to allow us to test for the actual level of association between 

creative and cultural performances on such a diversified sample of cities, enables us to offer three 

main considerations on the reasons behind our results.  

First, as extensively discussed in our literature review, the ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative 

Economy’ constructs are proxies of inherently different phenomena, which can be part of a positive 

feedback loop under specific conditions that relate to local structural and environmental factors 

and policy choices. Moreover, the analysis of the results by city size carried out elsewhere 

(Mareque, Creo, & Álvarez-Díaz, 2021; Montalto et al., 2019) confirms the importance of 

contextual conditions. On average, small and medium cities in the sample perform at least as well 

as big cities on ‘Cultural Vibrancy’, confirming the thesis that also smaller cities may thrive upon 

their own kind of outstanding cultural resources (Lorentzen & Van Heur, 2011; Richards & Duif, 

2018). Instead, big cities, among which many national capitals, score best on ‘Creative Economy’, 

very likely due to the tendency of cultural and creative industries to concentrate in densely 

populated areas (Boix, Hervás-Oliver, & De Miguel-Molina, 2015; Cooke & Lazzeretti, 2007; 

Lazzeretti, Boix, & Capone, 2008) to benefit from agglomeration economies (Lorenzen & 

Frederiksen, 2008; Turok, 2003). In conclusion, cities that are both culturally and economically 

vibrant to a substantial extent seem to be rather an exception than the rule. In most cases we find 

a trade-off between the two dimensions, whose balance is clearly influenced by specific 

constellations of local factors, among which policy choices.  

In fact – and here we introduce our second remark – the specific performance of most cities could 

be the effect of deliberate policy choices, albeit mediated by specific political and institutional 

factors (Grodach, 2016). Said differently, local governments might consciously opt for a highly 

specialised cultural/creative economy profile, with the support of local institutions and actors. In 

this sense, the French city of Avignon’s plan to position itself as a festival city (since 1947, the 
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city hosts the ‘Festival d’Avignon’, one of the major contemporary theatre festivals in the world), 

might help explain its position in the ‘Cultural Cities’ quadrant (Figure 2). The city scores 50/100 

on ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ and 85/100 on the underlying ‘Theatres’ indicator, very well above similar 

cities in terms of income, employment and population size. Similarly, Kaunas’ efforts to be 

internationally recognised as a ‘design city’ help explain the positioning of Lithuania’s second city 

in the ‘Creative Cities’ quadrant (Figure 2). The city scores 24/100 on ‘Creative Economy’ and 

53/100 on the underlying indicator ‘Jobs in arts, culture & entertainment’, again considerably 

above its peers, a result that is clearly reflected in national CCS mappings (Daubaraite & Startiene, 

2012). Kaunas’ arts and design community is an increasingly credited cultural actor, determined 

to revitalise and promote the city and its modernist architecture, also thanks to its current title of 

European Capital of Culture 2022, and to the title of UNESCO Creative City of Design, obtained 

in 2015.       

Finally and importantly, a thriving creative economy might come at the expense of a more 

gentrified, unequal and ultimately culturally poorer city (Sacco, Williams, & Del Bianco, 2007), 

due to departure of talented young artists and arts professionals and to a less diversified and 

attractive cultural offer, a situation that is likely conducive to a lower score on cultural vibrancy 

as compared to creative economy indicators.  

      

6. Conclusions 

In the last two decades, the creative city has become a popular branding and a widely adopted 

policy script by cities all over the world. The ‘creative’ tag is associated with a range of socially 

desirable, euphoric factors, evoking opportunities for (cultural) self-expression, imagination, and 

community cohesion. However, there is now a broad critical literature suggesting that, across the 

documented examples of creative city strategies, culture is not always generating win-win 

outcomes for all local stakeholders (Pratt, 2011). Instead, the emphasis on local economic growth 

through the boosting of the creative economy, the global, often fierce competition among 

entrepreneurial cities, and the outcomes of many top-down culture-driven urban regeneration 

interventions have sometimes worsened the liveability of certain cities. The COVID-19 pandemic 
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has clearly exposed and even exacerbated existing inequalities in cultural and creative cities, 

flagging a need for new, better targeted approaches to culture-led development.  

This paper was inspired by the opportunity to derive new insights by combining existing 

knowledge on the problematic consequences of some creative city policies with the empirical 

evidence on the creative economy and cultural vitality of 190 European cities provided by the 

European Commission’s Cultural and Creative Cities Monitor project. We found that the ‘Cultural 

Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative Economy’ constructs (respectively proxied by indicators of cultural 

infrastructure and cultural audiences, and creative jobs and innovation outputs e.g., patents and 

new designs) are weakly correlated, suggesting that the ambition of cities to excel in both creative 

and cultural terms somewhat remains ‘wishful thinking’, and possibly even a misconception. We 

find that a limited number of cities perform very well on both dimensions. However, most of the 

cities under analysis are characterised by different, and sometimes very different results in terms 

of ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ vs. ‘Creative Economy’.   

A review of the creative city literature offers good interpretive keys for this finding. First, culture 

and creativity can mutually enrich each other in various ways. We have shown how the 

mechanisms highlighted by the creative city literature are very different and generate different 

results. Investment in a culturally vibrant scene can lead to increased creative self-expression and 

community empowerment, to a more cosmopolitan creative class and a cooler city, to a thriving 

cultural and creative industry, or to an innovative local economy. A successful creative economy 

is thus only one of the possible outcomes of a much broader and manifold set of policy goals. 

While creative city strategies often aim at achieving all these goals, actual implementation choices 

cause policy makers to focus on different alternatives that de facto prioritise one goal over the 

others, e.g., in terms of economically or socially oriented investment and policy choices. Second, 

and a consequence of the former point, a poor understanding of the real trade-offs behind creative 

city policy menus may lead to unintended results, as the prioritisation of one goal unexpectedly 

leads to disappointing results as to the others. Third, it is not only a matter of policies: culture-led 

development strategies are not place-neutral. On average, big cities are more likely to perform 

better in terms of creative economy. Contextual effects can be mitigated by specific historical 

paths, local skill pools or well-targeted policies, as the few exceptions of smaller cities that are 

well-performing on the creative economy dimension, such as Linz in Austria, seem to confirm. 
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However, the lack of a strong correlation between cultural vibrancy and creative economy does 

not imply that they are necessarily conflicting. This result may rather suggest that the development 

of a local creative economy need not to be a prioritised policy goal for all cities, and that other 

forms of creativity (that are more difficult to be captured in a comparative perspective) have rather 

been pursued (e.g., creativity for local social cohesion and inclusive creative expression). This is 

not to understate the importance of the economic dimension of creativity. However, in a historical 

moment in which there is an increasing call for more human-centred, socially sustainable cities (a 

call that goes back to key authors such as Jane Jacobs, 1961, and Henri Lefevbre, 1968), local 

policymakers seem to be more open to consider alternative development models that frame 

economic performance as one among many other dimensions of development, rather than the 

primary one. This implies in turn the need to properly understand and strategically tackle the often-

subtle trade-offs between all these relevant dimensions. Failure to do this properly may result in a 

misleading scapegoating of culture as a failed developmental driver while in fact the real issue 

should be traced back to poor policy design and implementation, caused in turn by a fatal 

misconception of the development model and of the related policy menu, constraints, and viable 

outcomes. If, on the contrary, culture is acknowledged in its many forms and potential 

developmental effects not as a ‘magic wand’, but as a complex, multi-dimensional playground 

with its specific features and rules, it may become an important driver of a successful urban 

development trajectory, as testified by many of the cities in our sample.  

This paper contributes to the urban studies literature by grounding the analysis of the trade-off 

between culture and creativity at the urban scale into a new, solid empirical terrain but, like any 

other research, has limitations that offer opportunities for further investigation. In particular, 

caution should be exercised when interpreting our results: in addition to the reasons discussed 

above, the weak correlation between ‘Cultural Vibrancy’ and ‘Creative Economy’ might indeed 

be explained by the necessarily limited scope of the underlying indicators. Indicators on cultural 

events – a domain not easily amenable to precise measurement – are for instance out of the scope 

of the current version of the Monitor. Moreover, the current version of the Monitor does not include 

indicators related to critical social factors (such as artists’ displacement or precarity of culture-

related jobs, etc.), and does not allow causal inferences, but only correlational analyses. 
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Future research should prioritise the development of a wider, richer European evidence base that 

looks at those dimensions that currently escape from comprehensive, comparable measurement 

such as, for instance, the social sustainability dimension of cultural activity. This would be crucial 

to improve our understanding of what makes different culture-led urban policy approaches more 

or less successful. A deeper understanding becomes particularly urgent in the context of the post-

pandemic recovery scenario, where cultural and creative sectors worldwide have been hit 

especially hard. We also need to understand better the success vs. failure factors at work in small 

and medium sized cities, but also semi-urban and rural areas that are considerably investing in 

culture. Conventional explanations in terms of agglomeration economies fail to capture the essence 

of the local mechanisms at play in such contexts, and their performance is consequently likely not 

to be fully explained by the most conventional indicators of cultural vibrancy and creative 

economy, which have been typically tailored to urban economies. 

We therefore face a new, stimulating research and policy design agenda. Despite its by now long 

history, the creative city debate needs to be rejuvenated with fresh approaches, a stronger evidence 

base, and new policy principles.  
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