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Overview of the enhancing cultural policy strand 
 
 
How can cultural policies be of service to the learning city process? During a few days in Glasgow we 
had a good chance in this strand to get an inside view about just that. Among the papers presented 
colleagues such as Marcellus Mbah, Julia Preece, Erika Juhásc and Abdulkadir Adamu demonstrated 
in different settings in Africa and Europe the need for cultural understanding when universities 
engage with cities which are developing as learning cities. The cities and local communities’ changes 
and so must also the universities. 
 
Other papers looked back on the challenges which arise when theory does not develop in harmony 
with the development in the real thing – that was an important message in the presentation from 
Kerry Facer. Another issue is when politics suddenly shift attention towards one direction at the 
same time as academic research and cultural practice focus in another direction.  
 
There is surely a lot going on in the area of cultural policy development related to learning cities and 
regions. 
 
One very vivid red thread in the papers which was presented and discussed in the cultural policy 
strand is about a need for more “bottom-up” and less “top-down” perspectives in cultural policy 
development. The learning potential in learning cities includes much more on the ground than formal 
compulsory education and the provision of the higher education institutions. Anything from street 
names, shop diversity and architecture to museums, archives and theatres provide to the learning 
city potential and specific construction and re-construction of identity and sense of belonging. 
 
If however universities use a perspective on development where urbanisation, urban structures and 
urban “thinking” and identity is seen as the sole goal, solution and highest level of development we 
get in to trouble with the rural hinterland. The dialogue between the rural countryside and the 
universities is important in order to make progress in both cities and in the rural countryside. 
Especially Catherine Odora Hoppers gave clear illustrations of the obstacles for such a dialogue. The 
process even seems to need new meanings of theoretical terminology if progress should be 
achieved. 
 
We heard about the challenges for a library engaging with the public through a library festival where 
the public expects more and engage differently from what the library institutions expectations and 
that made me think that this sounds not so different from the challenge confronting higher 
education institutions and their relation to cities and regions. Transition may come when not 
expected. This was demonstrated by Tine Fristrup and Henrik Zipsane in the paper on heritage in 
action for older adults life planning. Being prepared is not always easy. The pilot study was carried 
out in Baden-Wurttemberg, Rhineland-Palatine, Tuscany, Durham and Jämtland-Härjedalen where 
researchers, regional and municipal civil servants and representatives from local associations was 
asked about stakeholders in the wellbeing of older adults. The study revealed among other things 
that very few work with the preservation and development of the personal competences shaped 
throughout a lived life of the individual older adult. The heritage sector has understood that and has 



 

attracted growing academic interest towards their work. But when politics shifts attention towards 
basic skills for employability in the wake of the financial and economic crisis then the issue of older 
adults in suddenly in the dark again. But of course the basic challenge with a growing older 
population is still there. Long term collaboration between universities and cities/regions is key to 
learning city development. That also means that it is counterproductive if political priorities for 
research and development makes too hard shifts. 
 
An important issue in the discussions of the strand is how to maintain the learning city progress a life 
and strong. How do we keep up the level of engagement with all partners and even within the 
university after receiving the authorization as a learning city or region? We have in different paper 
presentations heard about how Espoo is working with this and especially about how to stimulate the 
dynamic clusters seems to be the key in order for the process to keep its momentum. Another 
approach was presented by the example of Pecs where it seems to be more about using the 
authorised learning city strategy as an innovative frame for the cultural policy development in the 
city. 
 
No doubt the cultural policy development can foster learning and shape basis for shared identity and 
thereby coherence. But even the culture itself has to be nurtured with respect for its complexity. 
 
Henrik Zipsane 
 
 
 


