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Introduction

From the ashes of the creative city paradigm 
(Comunian, 2011; Scott, 2014; Thiel, 2017), there is 
today a growing awareness of the urban creative 
economy as a complex system of actors, resources, 
and institutions. Yet, previous research has often 
focused on formalized and observable components 

of the cultural economy, such as planned cultural 
districts or the implications of the agglomeration of 
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creative sectors (Chapain and Sagot-Duvauroux, 
2020; Lazzeretti et al., 2018). Conversely, little 
attention has been given to informal and less institu-
tionalized art and creative practices that contribute to 
the vibrancy of the urban cultural scene. At the same 
time, the existing theoretical approaches referring to 
or incorporating artists as the primary unit of obser-
vation (i.e. Florida, 2002; Lloyd, 2010; Markusen, 
2006) have often proved insufficient as full explana-
tions of the spatial, organizational, and entrepreneur-
ial patterns of these artistic activities.

To partly fill this gap, there have been attempts to 
investigate art-related amenities, alternative spaces 
of creativity, or community-based art organizations 
as a conduit of neighborhood revitalization and artis-
tic development (Edensor et al., 2009; Grodach, 
2010; Silver and Miller, 2013). However, this schol-
arship has mainly focused on non-European Anglo-
Saxon cases (the United States, Canada, Australia) 
and has partly neglected systemic perspectives of the 
interrelationships and interdependencies of these 
resources within the urban cultural economy.

Recent contributions (Dovey et al., 2016; Gross 
and Wilson, 2019; Holden, 2015) suggest that, 
rather than considering culture as an economy, eco-
logical approaches might be better suited to analyze 
the complexity and the interrelations of creative and 
cultural activities in cities and regions. The article 
adds to this scholarship by proposing a conceptual 
and empirical framework to analyze urban alterna-
tive cultural production according to an ecological 
perspective. Instead of following an ecosystemic 
approach for addressing the relationships and the 
interaction with a cultural and creative subsystem 
with other urban resources and policy domains (see, 
for example, Loots et al., 2021), we propose to 
adopt an ecological community perspective to study 
the internal structure and dynamics of urban alterna-
tive cultural production. In ecology, a community is 
defined as a group of various organisms interacting 
in a common location (Morin, 2009; Whittaker, 
1970). Looking at urban alternative cultural produc-
tion as an ecological community could provide three 
main analytical insights. First, as community ecol-
ogy primarily refers to the study of the number and 
identity of species found in a particular place and 
habitat, the ecological community analogy applied 

to alternative cultural production calls for a catego-
rization of the actors of this often-blurred field. 
Compared with the traditional sectoral boundaries 
characterizing publicly funded and commercial cul-
ture, alternative cultural production tends to be 
characterized by a higher degree of blending of 
artistic disciplines and practices, thus requiring 
novel classifications to study different types of 
organizations that coexist in the community. By 
critically reexamining the extant literature, we argue 
that organizations operating in the alternative cul-
tural production space can be conceptualized 
according to two main strategies through which 
they seek to achieve an alternative status from main-
stream arts and cultural institutions: either pursuing 
experimentation and specialization in innovative 
artistic niches or being oriented toward a diversified 
cultural offer for nonprofessional or community-
based activities. Second, being informal cultural 
spaces often the result of inherently fragile or tem-
porary ventures that germinate and decay in a rela-
tively short period, an ecological community 
perspective is suited to investigate how the two dif-
ferent types of organization adapt to and coevolve 
with spatial and social urban changes. Finally, as 
community ecology focuses on species interactions, 
such an approach emphasizes studying the structure 
of the relations between different types of alterna-
tive cultural spaces and the internal functioning of 
the community.

From an empirical viewpoint, using both quanti-
tative and qualitative information of more than 50 
cultural and artistic centers, we investigate the 
organizational, spatial, and relational structure of the 
alternative cultural production system of Turin, Italy, 
an industrial city that has experienced in the past two 
decades a radical urban change based on culture-led 
development strategies. In this perspective, our work 
also relates to studies investigating similar phenom-
ena in post-industrial contexts, such as cultural 
entrepreneurs’ practices in Manchester (Banks et al., 
2000), artists workshops in Barcelona industrial 
neighborhoods’ transformation (Martí-Costa and 
Miquel, 2012), or grassroots industrial spaces in 
Bilbao (Gainza, 2018).

Our findings confirm that a distinction can be 
drawn between centers pursuing artistic specialization 
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and those more oriented toward the aggregation of 
diversified cultural activities. Centers in the former 
group tend to focus their activities in one or few 
fields of artistic expression, while spaces of the latter 
group are likely to provide a more diverse cultural 
offer. These two types of organizations coexist in the 
urban alternative production field, but differences in 
their mission and operation influence the organiza-
tional structure, the involvement in neighborhood 
revitalization, and features of the local network of 
collaborations. In particular, organizations with a 
more diversified cultural offer and community-based 
activities tend to act as recipients or brokers in the 
network of collaborations, but sharing similar artis-
tic practices remains a relevant factor in shaping 
connections across the two types of organizations 
within the alternative cultural community. From a 
spatial perspective, centers tend to cluster in the 
peripheral areas, but the analysis also points out pos-
sible different locational choices and spatial dynam-
ics for the two types of organizations in areas of 
urban transformation either led by a change in com-
mercial activities or real-estate development of 
unused industrial sites.

The article is organized as follows. The second 
section conceptualizes alternative cultural produc-
tion spaces, mainly drawing on the urban and 
regional scholarship debate emerging in the 
European context. The third section briefly intro-
duces Turin and its post-industrial transformation. In 
the fourth section, we describe the methods and data 
used in our empirical analysis, while the fifth section 
presents the main findings providing evidence of the 
organizational, spatial, and relational structure of 
Turin’s alternative cultural production system.

Conceptualizing urban alternative 
cultural production as an 
ecological community

The notion of “alternativeness” has often been con-
nected to a search for innovative and subcultural 
modes of artistic expression with more or less 
explicit denial of mainstream standards (see 
Shildrick and MacDonald, 2006 for an extensive 
review).

With urban alternative culture, we refer to a set of 
informal and emergent artistic practices, mainly tak-
ing place in small- to medium-sized spaces that 
engage in cultural production through various activi-
ties and projects appealing to both professional and 
general audiences. These initiatives tend to be alter-
native to commercial and more institutionalized cul-
tural circuits in the search for new artistic frontiers 
and new ways of using artistic practices in relation to 
the local context and the social and environmental 
fabric of the city. A limited but growing number of 
scholars has addressed alternative cultural produc-
tion according to different analytical perspectives 
and labeled it in several ways, such as independent 
creative subcultures (Shaw, 2013), grassroots crea-
tive production (Gainza, 2018), spaces of vernacular 
creativity (Edensor et al., 2009), off-culture venues 
(Vivant, 2009), scene-based cultural production 
(Lange and Bürkner, 2013), alternative initiatives 
(Andres, 2011), and community-based arts institu-
tions (Grodach, 2011).

As community ecology refers to the study of pat-
terns and processes involving two or more species in 
a habitat (Morin, 2009), such an approach implies 
the need to identify distinctive characteristics of the 
actors that, like species, coexist and operate in this 
specific community of cultural production. In this 
perspective, Table 1 proposes a systematization of 
the cultural, economic, and spatial attributes of alter-
native art spaces identified by the previous literature. 
In particular, we contend that it is possible to differ-
entiate alternative art spaces according to two main 
strategies through which they seek to achieve an 
alternative status from the mainstream arts and cul-
tural institutions: (1) either focusing on experimen-
tation and specialization in innovative artistic niches 
or (2) being oriented toward a more diversified cul-
tural offer mainly for nonprofessional or commu-
nity-based activities. Since alternative art spaces’ 
hybrid and flexible character, we use this distinction 
to a purely illustrative and methodological extent. 
Therefore, rather than interpreting these two catego-
ries and the relative characteristics in a binary way, 
we consider them as the edges of a spectrum within 
which alternative cultural organizations position 
themselves according to their attributes.
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From a cultural point of view, the first difference 
between the two ideal types of actors refers to how 
the autonomy of curatorial policy is articulated. The 
organizations focused on specialized and experi-
mental production tie their alternativeness to the 
design of an inherently innovative and avant-gardist 
cultural offer that aims to be independent of institu-
tionalized artistic canons (Shaw, 2013). Conversely, 
the curatorial policy of organizations pursuing the 
second strategy is more oriented toward using the 
cultural offer to create opportunities for the engage-
ment and interaction of diverse audiences and groups 
(Grodach, 2011).

Organizations operating according to one of the 
two strategies also differ for the source of recogni-
tion of their artistic and cultural practices. Despite 
asserting an independent curatorial policy, the cent-
ers focused on innovation and experimentation seek 
legitimacy within the arts field by nurturing an 
organized and planned relation with more established 
and renowned cultural institutions as a strategy to 
pursue the recognition of talents and ideas involved 
in their production. In this view, Vivant (2009) pro-
poses a distinction between in-culture and off-culture 
and suggests that a cyclical and systemic relationship 
between in-culture and off-culture venues allows for 

Table 1.  Attributes of alternative cultural production.

Attributes Alternative cultural production strategies Selected references

Specialization Diversification

Cultural attributes
Curatorial policy Avant-gardist: focus on 

inherently innovative and 
experimental cultural offer

Audience-oriented: curatorial 
policy mainly devising involvement 
and interaction of diverse 
audiences

Shaw (2013), Grodach 
(2011)

Source of recognition Art World: organized 
and planned relation with 
institutional culture to 
pursue the recognition of 
talents and ideas involved in 
cultural production

Community: achievement of 
community building goals, 
neighborhood residents 
involvement and appreciation

Vivant (2009), Shaw 
(2013), Grodach (2011)

Organizational attributes
Economic 
sustainability of the 
cultural offer

Market orientation: 
commercial services to 
sustain art-related activities

Non-market orientation: self-
funded, subsidized production, 
gift-economy

Shaw (2013)

Art-related 
professionalism

Professional: entrepreneurial 
approach to artistic research, 
experimentation, innovation

Amatorial: naive, grassroot and 
folk approach to art

Rota and Salone (2014)

Organization of 
cooperative processes 
of value creation

Scene-based: reputation, 
taste, and community 
building objectives

Alternative exchange network: 
entrepreneurial necessity or 
political contestation objectives

Lange and Bürkner 
(2013); Gritzas and 
Kavoulakos, (2016)

Spatial attributes
Contribution to 
neighborhood 
transformation

Supply and demand side 
initiators or enablers of 
gentrification processes

Anchors of neighborhood 
revitalization

Carr and Servon (2008); 
Lees et al. (2013); 
Grodach (2011); Grams 
and Warr (2003); Zukin 
and Braslow (2011)

Culture-led place-
making processes

Physical and symbolic 
reconstruction of urban 
environment through reuse 
of residual spaces

Performative spaces for creative 
practices and social relations based 
on the encounter, articulation and 
integration of “the other”

Andres (2011); Andres 
and Grésillon (2013); 
Salone et al. (2017)
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different degrees of incorporation of institutional 
canons within alternative cultural practices without 
losing the status of alternativeness. Similarly, Shaw 
(2013) attributes this strategy to organizations that 
she labels as indie spaces. Instead, the second strat-
egy is related to organizations whose primary source 
of recognition lies in developing a reputation to 
achieve community-building goals for specific con-
stituencies, particularly at the neighborhood level 
(Grodach, 2011; Shaw, 2013). According to Grodach 
(2011), community art spaces create opportunities 
for the engagement of neighborhood residents or 
members of ethnic communities and often provide a 
venue for underrepresented groups to enhance their 
visibility.

In terms of economic and organizational attrib-
utes, alternative cultural production can vary accord-
ing to several dimensions. While more specialized 
art spaces may provide goods and services on a com-
mercial basis to sustain their art-related activities, 
diversified centers tend to rely more on a mixture of 
non-market mechanisms, such as public subsidies, 
self-financing, and gift-economy sources (Shaw, 
2013). Moreover, this orientation toward alternative 
funding mechanisms also intersects with different 
degrees of entrepreneurialism and professionalism 
in the art field. Specialized organizations display a 
more professional approach focused on experimen-
tation sustained by the work of mavericks and inno-
vators while diversified ones carry out a more naïve, 
folk, and grassroots form of cultural production 
rooted in the contribution of community members 
(Rota and Salone, 2014).

Alternative cultural practices can also differ in 
the underlying organization of cooperative value 
creation processes, depending on different objec-
tives pursued by the actors in these systems. The 
members of experimental and specialized art spaces 
usually have a scene-based mode of cultural produc-
tion (Lange and Bürkner, 2013) that pursues reputa-
tional, taste, and community building objectives 
through cooperation and recognition by their peers. 
Opposingly, artistic practices focused on bringing a 
diversified offer to the local community resemble 
alternative exchange networks (Gritzas and 
Kavoulakos, 2016). The actors are consciously moti-
vated to construct circuits of value that are 

independent of mainstream institutions or processes, 
either as a form of entrepreneurial necessity or as 
political contestation to the market dynamics of the 
cultural economy.

Spatial attributes are another central aspect of the 
definition of alternative cultural production. Indeed, 
as Lange and Bürkner (2013) stressed, the organiza-
tion of scene-based cultural production around con-
crete locations is essential to developing tight social 
and economic networks. The place of artists in both 
demand and supply-side explanations of gentrifica-
tion, as well as their inclusion in urban regeneration 
processes have been extensively scrutinized (Lees  
et al., 2013). However, the role of alternative cultural 
spaces in neighborhood transformation is somewhat 
ambivalent. On one hand, they can be seen through 
neo-bohemian lenses (Lloyd, 2010), acting as initia-
tors or enablers of gentrification processes (Murzyn-
Kupisz and Działek, 2017). Arguably, this outcome 
is more likely in the case of organizations oriented to 
art specialization and experimentation, as the rea-
sons for their localization choices can be closer to 
those documented for artists’ live-work spaces based 
on rent affordability, the centrality of the location 
and clustering effects (Zukin and Braslow, 2011). On 
the other hand, several studies (Carr and Servon, 
2008; Grams and Warr, 2003; Grodach, 2011) have 
highlighted conditions where locally rooted informal 
or vernacular art spaces with a diversified cultural 
offer nurture a neighborhood revitalization and com-
munity-oriented regenerating impact.

Other studies have focused on the place-making 
potential of alternative cultural spaces. Most of the 
research in this area has focused on the physical and 
symbolic reconstruction of the urban environment 
by reusing large industrial spaces into cultural 
brownfields by alternative and grassroots creative 
initiatives (Andres, 2011; Andres and Grésillon, 
2013; Gainza, 2018). Similar transformational pat-
terns occur looking at how socio-spatial relations of 
alternative cultural practices generate embeddedness 
at the neighborhood level fostering the sense of place 
and community belonging (Salone et al., 2017). This 
spatial attribute emphasizes the emergence of a non-
planned, spontaneous “urbanity,” based on the tem-
porary reappropriation of residual spaces by civil or 
“informal” actors coming from outside the official, 
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institutionalized domain of urban planning and 
urban politics (Groth and Corijn, 2005). Coherently 
to our systematization, the enhancement of commu-
nity belonging and sense of place can more explic-
itly be connected to the mandate of diversified 
centers. Conversely, the artistic experimentation 
approach of art-oriented centers has the physical 
renewal of dismissed urban premises as its primary 
place-making outcome.

Turin post-industrial 
transformation

Located in the northwest of Italy, Turin is the fourth 
most populated metropolitan area with about 1.5 
million inhabitants. As an industrial one-company 
town for most of the 20th century, with the decline of 
the fordist era, the city of Turin has been already 
subject of several analyses as an example of urban 
agenda and development strategies that since the 
1990s have been carried out to find new pathways 
for a post-industrial future (Dansero and Puttilli, 
2010; Pinson, 2002; Ravazzi and Belligni, 2016; 
Vanolo, 2008).

Like other European experiences, Turin has taken 
a “creative city” turn in its urban development 
approach implemented along three main policy lines. 
First, renovation of the built environment in the city 
center and major planning and infrastructural pro-
jects in the peripheral areas where large spaces of 
industrial brownfields were present. Second, crea-
tion and support of an enabling environment for 
research, knowledge, and innovation centers. Finally, 
culture-led regeneration strategies to enhance the 
city’s attractiveness in terms of leisure, entertain-
ment, and tourist consumption. The three lines of the 
urban development agenda were equally pursued 
and implemented over the past 20 years following a 
strategic planning approach. In particular, the first 
line of intervention impacted distinct areas of the 
city, either favoring real-estate-led transformation, 
with investments in the infrastructural and built 
environment, or commercial transformation oriented 
toward the development of consumption amenities 
with changes in the type of shops and commercial 
activities. At the same time, culture-led regeneration 
strategies reflected in a significant increase in invest-
ments in the cultural economy.

Most of these investments have been either 
directed to formal sectors of the art and heritage sys-
tem or involved mainly institutional actors. A strong 
expansion of the cultural offer through the renovation 
and reopening of museums in the city center, the 
establishment of new exhibition spaces by institu-
tional actors of the art world, and the organization of 
large events and festivals (including the 2006 Winter 
Olympic Games) became the most visible component 
of the new urban policies of culture. Local private 
bank foundations have also played a pivotal role in 
supporting the new cultural projects by providing a 
stable flow of financial resources over the years. 
Moreover, the existing evidence of institutional sup-
port toward the development of cultural and entertain-
ment scenes (Crivello, 2011; Mizzau and Montanari, 
2008), can be mainly interpreted as an expression of 
ancillary branding strategies to enhance and promote 
the new image of the city (Vanolo, 2008).

Conversely, little attention has been paid in urban 
policies to the local emerging and alternative sys-
tems of cultural production, made up of a heteroge-
neous group of cultural organizations, art spaces, 
and artists’ collectives. Such a changing urban cul-
tural landscape has been partly the result of distinct 
but strictly intertwined tangible and intangible fac-
tors of urban change occurring in the past two dec-
ades, namely, the physical and social transformation 
of neighborhoods due to a high concentration of 
abandoned industrial spaces or multicultural resi-
dents (Marra et al., 2016), emerging socio-spatial 
styles of youth cultures (De Martini Ugolotti, 2015; 
Ferrero Camoletto and Genova, 2019), and increased 
demand for leisure consumption by university stu-
dents (Zasina, 2020).

Data and methods

To empirically investigate the main patterns of urban 
alternative cultural production, one of the main chal-
lenges is to define the boundaries of this blurred area 
of the urban creative economy. Based on the previ-
ous discussion, we selected arts and cultural organi-
zations to be included in the analysis according to 
the following criteria:

•• Broad definition of artistic and creative fields in 
which the organizations operate, ranging from 
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traditional arts and cultural sectors such as vis-
ual arts or music, to those more creative ori-
ented (i.e. fashion, design, and gastronomy);

•• Organizations with public programming 
which have developed in-house some docu-
mented form of artistic production;

•• Organizations must not be or have direct and 
stable connections in their ownership or 
organizational structure to a public authority, 
a foundation, or private institutional actor;

•• Organizations established since year 2000 
onward.

While the choice of the boundaries of the cultural 
production space serves to capture the increasingly 
multidisciplinary dimension of current art and crea-
tive practices, the last three criteria are used to oper-
ationally identify organizations belonging to the 
alternative cultural production community as dis-
cussed before. In particular, the last two represent 
proxies that seek to distinguish cultural and arts 
organizations with more institutional links relative to 
the more independent ones. In the first case, alterna-
tive cultural organizations might seek grants from 
public and private entities, but stable funding chan-
nels or institutional relationships are excluded. 
Moreover, ruling out foundations is useful to exclude 
those cultural institutions that are expressions of the 
legacy of art collectors or established intellectuals 
and artists of the past. In the second case, the estab-
lishment period serves to exclude those initiatives 
that could be initially an expression of alternative 
cultural production but over time became part of the 
more institutional circuits of the city’s cultural scene 
due to their success.

Based on these criteria, we identified 60 organi-
zations operating in the city of Turin in 2017–2018 
and applied both a quantitative and qualitative 
approach for the analysis. A questionnaire was 
administered to all the organizations to obtain infor-
mation regarding their activities, the organizational 
structure, and the relationship with the urban context 
and change. More precisely, the information col-
lected are the following: (1) artistic and cultural 
practices (i.e. fields, activities); (2) organizational 
structure (i.e. legal form, type and ownership of the 
venue); (3) economic dimension (i.e. staff 

composition; funding sources; budget); and (4) 
geography and collaborations (i.e. localization by 
year of establishment, scale of operations, network 
of collaborations). A total of 53 valid questionnaires 
was returned. From this sample, we conducted semi-
structured interviews to a subset of 21, to investigate 
more deeply the analytical dimensions of the ques-
tionnaire as well as the history, identity, and meaning 
given to alternative cultural practices.

Unlike other works which have studied with a 
longitudinal approach the evolution over time of 
artistic and subcultural scenes (Molotch and 
Treskon, 2009; Shaw, 2013), our analysis does not 
capture this dynamic aspect as it refers only to 
organizations established since 2000 but still active 
in the survey period. Moreover, the sample might 
not be fully representative of the entire city’s alter-
native cultural production system. Yet, the initia-
tives we identified and analyzed are sufficiently 
diversified to provide an illustrative account of the 
complex patterns of the investigated phenomenon 
at the city level.

The alternative cultural 
production community of Turin

Organizational characteristics amid 
specialization and diversification of 
cultural production

To apply the conceptual framework and analyze the 
characteristics of alternative cultural spaces accord-
ing to the two main strategies previously discussed, 
we asked each organization to report the artistic and 
cultural fields in which they operate. A common 
characteristic of the centers of alternative cultural 
production is their elusiveness in defining the artistic 
and cultural domains in which they operate. Although 
it is possible a priori to categorize these organiza-
tions according to the main area of specialization 
(e.g. visual art and performing arts), their activity 
and programming is often multidisciplinary. This is 
due to the growing cross-fertilization of practices 
and disciplines in artistic experimentation and the 
fact that these spaces often arise from the collabora-
tion of artists and professionals with different spe-
cializations and interests. Figure 1 provides a map of 
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the relevance and interconnections between the cul-
tural fields that can be found more frequently within 
alternative cultural production centers.1

While the centers report to be mainly active in core 
artistic activities (visual art, performing arts, and 
music), there is also significant activity in the media 
and creative services. One in three organizations 
report having projects in the media and design domain 
and one in four in the field of architecture (this field 
includes interventions in urban amenities). Turning to 
relationships, the map shows how in the centers some 
cultural fields are strongly connected (music with per-
forming arts or design with architecture), while other 
minor domains (publishing and new media) represent 
fields of experimentation and interconnection between 
the most practiced disciplines.

More importantly, by looking at the distribution 
of the organizations according to the reported num-
ber of fields in which they operate, Figure 2 indi-
cates that there is a marked heterogeneity in the 
specialization or diversification of cultural offerings, 
with centers that tend to specialize in one or few art 
domains and those more oriented toward the aggre-
gation of diversified cultural activities. We use the 
median value to distinguish between the two catego-
ries previously identified in the conceptual frame-
work, which we label as specialized art centers and 
cultural aggregators.

From an economic perspective, our findings point 
out that alternative cultural production organizations 

generally operate as a nonprofit or low-profit- 
oriented and economically fragile system. Yet, as 
displayed in Table 2, the empirical analysis confirms 
economic and organizational differences between 
the two types of centers.

Cultural aggregators tend to perform more diver-
sified activities relative to specialized art centers, 
with a greater engagement in audience-oriented 
activities such as exhibitions and live performances 
(88% and 80%, respectively). On the contrary, spe-
cialized art centers tend to focus primarily on exhibi-
tions and the organization of labs, workshops, and 
courses. Specialized art centers’ lower diversity of 
activities can signal their experimental attitude 
toward specific art forms. Indeed, the specialized art 
centers that indicated other activities than those 
listed (38%) mainly reported hosting conferences 
and presentations of artists testifying a research-ori-
ented focus toward experimentation that likely 
restricts their target audience to experts and profes-
sionals in a specific field. Conversely, cultural aggre-
gators tend to catalyze different initiatives in a 
complex artistic proposal spanning different fields, 
as documented by a larger share of centers promot-
ing networking events and hosting artistic resi-
dences. These differences also emerge from 
interviews that highlighted the difference between 
cultural aggregators and specialized art centers, 
respectively, described in as content specific or 
containers:

Figure 1.  Size and linkages of cultural fields in Turin’s alternative cultural production.
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Figure 2.  Distribution of organizations according to the number of cultural fields.

Table 2.  Economic and organizational characteristics.

Number of fields of cultural production Cultural aggregators Specialized art centers Whole sample

More than three domains 3 or less domains

Diversity of activities (mean) 3.52 2.31 2.87
% of centers engaged ina:
  Exhibitions 88% 66% 76%
  Labs, workshop, courses 76% 66% 70%
  Live performances 80% 34% 56%
  Networking events 60% 17% 37%
  Other 20% 38% 30%
  Artistic residences 28% 14% 20%
Permanent staff (mean values) 6.88 6.03 6.43
Temporary staff (mean values) 19.68 10.34 14.67
  % permanent staff 26% 38% 31%
% of centers by funding sourcesa:
  Self-financing 84% 66% 74%
  Private contributions 56% 48% 52%
  Public funds 44% 55% 50%
  Services 40% 31% 35%
  Other 44% 24% 33%
  Tickets 16% 21% 19%

Percentage values therefore express the frequency of organizations reporting a positive response in each category.
aOrganizations reported with a yes/no answer whether they undertook specific activities or relied on distinct funding sources.

In a way we liked to have a container where it was 
possible to do different activities as a cultural 
association. Events on cinema and exhibitions that 

could alternate with our parallel work of photography 
and video. A place where expressing a wide range of 
ideas and proposals. For example, for the first year we 
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focused on programming more than using this place as 
a studio, something we started to do after this intense 
year of cinema and projections. (Cultural aggregator)

We do something quite content-specific because it is 
photography and research, hence we do not attract a 
wider audience. Usually we are visited by people fairly 
interested and for the moment we do not have any 
project on the territory. (Specialized art center)

Another marked difference between the two 
types of centers may be found in the size and com-
position of the staff involved in the organizations. 
While the two categories of organizations show a 
similar number of permanent staff (about six on 
average), they differ in the share of non-permanent 
positions. Indeed, cultural aggregators employ more 
temporary staff than specialized centers. Despite 
these differences, both types of centers once asked 
which kind of contractual forms they preferred to 
regulate working arrangements, privileged volun-
tary and temporary forms of collaboration over sta-
ble ones (i.e. paid collaboration lasting more than 
1 year). At a general level, the lower frequency of 
stable collaborations can be explained by the pro-
ject-based character of the working relationships 
marking the cultural and creative industries (Caves, 
2000). However, according to interviews, cultural 
aggregators more often opt for voluntary work, 
while specialized centers privilege temporary paid 
collaborations. A possible interpretation of this 
result is twofold. On one hand, it might be a symp-
tom of different ways specialized art centers and 
cultural aggregators build social capital, either 
bonding artists’ relationships within the cultural 
field or bridging it with the broader audience com-
munity. On the other hand, the lower number of vol-
untary collaborations of the specialized art centers 
might indicate the necessity to involve professional 
figures in temporary contractual arrangements for 
specific projects. Interviews confirmed the funda-
mental importance of voluntary work to sustain the 
activities of the centers economically:

Today, had it not been for the will of some guys that 
worked completely voluntarily, this place could have 
been completely ruined and maybe no one would have 
cared. (Cultural aggregator)

A look at the funding sources provides additional 
evidence on how the organizations cope with eco-
nomic sustainability issues. As shown in Table 1, 
funding sources are highly diversified in both types 
of centers, with self-financing, public funds, and pri-
vate contributions being the most important. 
Economic sustainability is mainly pursued through 
inclusion and active participation of the audiences 
via ticketing, provision of services, and self-financ-
ing. Indeed, most of the centers surveyed financed 
their activity through financial resources deriving 
from their staff’s parallel work and collaborations in 
commercial and institutionalized cultural fields. Such 
practice is coherent with the increasing reconciliation 
of artists’ “bohemian” and “professional” identities 
that previous studies have identified as a trending 
strategy to cope with the current expectations for the 
increased flexibility of cultural workers across sec-
tors and occupations (Lingo and Tepper, 2013). 
Alternatively, some alternative cultural spaces 
offered services and carried out activities unrelated to 
their production (e.g. space rental, consultancy, cafe-
teria). As previous studies highlighted (Shaw, 2013), 
the alternative cultural production system is also 
characterized by “gift economy” practices, where dif-
ferent kinds of donations (e.g. work, time, expertise, 
technical equipment) emerged as a fundamental com-
ponent for the sustainability of the activities carried 
out by alternative cultural production centers:

Here [in the gap between resources available and 
necessary] private collaborations come into play 
because all the contributions, services, raw materials 
that are given to us such as technical sponsorship 
comes from people with whom we entertain an ongoing 
relationship.

All these characteristics indicate a shift to an 
entrepreneurial approach to cultural production, 
mainly devised to cope with the insufficiency and 
ineffectiveness of public support to local cultural 
activism (Salone et al., 2017). Most of the interview-
ees’ descriptions of their organizations underlined a 
more or less affirmed awareness of the entrepreneur-
ialism of their practices:

It would be easier to be organized as an enterprise, but 
maintaining a [low] political price for cultural proposals 
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is another characteristic of ours. The ideal would be to 
cut the umbilical cord from the funding of the 
institutions, but this would mean raising the price of 
tickets and making it difficult to enlarge the audience 
on our cultural proposal. We like to respect the rules, 
but we need to be able to do so.

Spatial distribution across areas of real-
estate-led and commercial transformation

In community ecology, habitat selection functions as 
a filter between a developing community and the 
species pool of potential members by sorting among 
species that can actively avoid or choose to colonize 
a particular place (Morin, 2009). Similarly, under-
standing alternative cultural production’s spatial pat-
terns might help unveil how different organizations 

in this community locate, adapt, and evolve in urban 
areas with different characteristics.

Figure 3 presents the geographical distribution of 
the organizations in Turin, differentiating by typol-
ogy of centers and highlighting the main areas of 
urban transformation in the past decades.

The majority of the investigated art and cultural 
organizations (49 out of 54) are located in peripheral 
areas outside the city center of Turin. Like other 
European cities, most of these areas, deeply imbued 
by the physical and social fabric of industrial devel-
opment, have been targeted by different interven-
tions of requalification, spanning from traditional 
master planning to the recent project-making actions 
adhering to the area-based, integrated, and interdis-
ciplinary approach of the European URBAN model 
(Ponzini and Santangelo, 2018).

Figure 3.  Location of alternative cultural production organizations in Turin.
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As underlined by previous research (Bolzoni, 2013, 
2016; Marra et al., 2018) the north and southeast 
peripheral areas of the city have been characterized by 
different patterns of urban renewal both in terms of the 
stage and type of the neighborhood transformation 
process they experience. The neighborhoods of 
Barriera di Milano and Aurora, located in the northern 
part of the city (real-estate-led transformation, dark 
gray area with black outline) and characterized by a 
lower rate of homeownership and greater availability 
of vacant industrial spaces, are at an earlier stage of 
development that in the past few years has been driven 
by increasing investments in the real-estate sector. On 
the contrary, the southern zone, and in particular the 
San Salvario neighborhood (commercial transforma-
tion, light gray area), is a residential area whose 
renewal is at a more mature stage and is mainly attrib-
utable to the action of local development agencies and 
the blossoming of many commercial venues that since 

2008 have marked its transformation “from a mixed 
class, gritty, multicultural neighborhood into a new 
place for leisure, night-time entertainment and tourist 
consumption” (Bolzoni, 2013).

Interestingly, as illustrated in Figure 3, both the 
areas of major urban transformation have the highest 
concentration of actors of the alternative cultural 
production system. In fact, out of 49 of the spaces 
located outside the city center 32 are in these areas, 
with a significant majority in the northern one char-
acterized by real-estate-led transformation (21 out of 
32). At the same time, a relatively balanced geo-
graphical distribution of cultural aggregators and 
specialized art centers in the two areas seems to sug-
gest no specific location patterns connecting their 
different characteristics to a definite preference 
between the two neighborhoods. However, a deeper 
analysis of the spatial distribution of the organiza-
tions across subperiods (Figure 4) points out that 

Figure 4.  Spatial distribution of alternative cultural production organizations by period of establishment.
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stratification of the locational choices over the past 
two decades might have occurred.

In the first period (2000–2004), characterized by 
the first strategic plan of the municipality, in connec-
tion with the preparation of 2006 Winter Olympics 
Games, no cultural aggregator settled in the northern 
area of real-estate-led transformation, while four 
specialized art centers were established in this part 
of the city. The prominence of artistic research and 
experimentation over purposes of audience engage-
ment is arguably the most relevant feature of those 
actors that previous studies identified as pioneers of 
neighborhood transformation processes (Molotch 
and Treskon, 2009). Coherently with this aspect, the 
preference for this area might be connected to the 
wide availability of former industrial spaces and 
craft laboratories, as illustrated in an interview:

The choice of this place has been a compromise between 
lower costs, the position and the squared meters. Having 
such an industrial space available, whether you like it or 
not, gives quite pleasurable emotions because you have 
a nice container where you can present in a good way all 
the things you want to do. (Specialized art center in 
real-estate-led transformation area)

The following three periods document the blos-
soming of new centers with varying intensity across 
the years. However, while specialized art centers 
tend to evenly distribute over the different city areas, 
a relatively higher number of cultural aggregators 
begins locating in the northern area. This might tes-
tify to an increasing preference for the new opportu-
nities offered by this neighborhood compared with 
San Salvario, where the first signs of commercial 
transformation tended to homogenize space on con-
sumerists and aesthetic grounds, transforming it into 
an increasingly expensive place for leisure, tourism, 
and nighttime entertainment (Bolzoni, 2013).

Collected interviews underline a high degree of 
awareness about these changes and a kind of strate-
gic calculus to take advantage of them. As one mem-
ber of a specialized art center reports:

There is a common work of all those that are trying to 
offer things in this neighborhood [real estate-led 
transformation area] because little by little people get 
convinced to move. After years working and living 

here, you feel that from San Salvario [commercial 
transformation area] people and other organizations are 
moving here due to lower real estate prices. Then there 
is also the urban requalification that has been happening 
for a while now, so people are moving because you can 
invest on the neighborhood. (Specialized art center in 
real-estate-led transformation area)

Looking more in-depth at the locational choice, 
the proximity to the city center, the cost of rent, and 
the structure’s physical characteristics have been 
generally recognized as driving factors. Yet, some 
differences emerge in the socio-spatial relations 
expressed by cultural aggregators and specialized art 
centers. While proximity to other artistic spaces, the 
cultural atmosphere, and the residential composition 
of the neighborhood have often been highlighted as 
equally important by cultural aggregators, they are 
considered by specialized art centers as secondary to 
the aspects of accessibility, functionality and afford-
ability of the spaces:

We are here because we feel good and pay little, a 
mixture of quality and price. Moreover, this was the 
place where the attraction for artists, musicians and 
creative people developed. Although I don’t like the 
cannibalism of the leisure consumption that is emerging 
here, the area has structural values, and its multi-ethnic 
character is also a value. (Cultural aggregator, 
commercial transformation area)

We have not chosen the location based on the 
neighborhood’s characteristics. Rather, we sought a 
space to become our “permanent home,” where we could 
develop and plan our activities on an ongoing basis. The 
choice was instrumental. We almost arrived there like a 
UFO, even though we were aware of the characteristics 
of the area, the difficulties of this place which is not the 
same as other parts of the city. (Specialized art center, 
real-estate-led transformation area)

From interviews, it also emerges how having a 
close bond with the neighborhood is regarded as a 
fundamental component of the identity of the cul-
tural aggregators, which often asserted that the 
involvement of the neighborhood’s inhabitants and 
the promotion of local artists are essential for their 
activities. Conversely, specialized art centers have 
often reported being more oriented to reach 
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collaboration and audiences outside the urban and 
regional dimension, aiming at extending their cul-
tural offer beyond the local dimension. 

The quantitative evidence confirms the stronger 
bond of cultural aggregators to the local territory, 
with the 72 percent (vs the 52% of specialized art 
centers) declaring that targeting the local audience 
is necessary or a priority.2 However, very few 
organizations (8% of cultural aggregators) have 
developed projects specifically targeting or address-
ing the dynamics of the neighborhood in which they 
are located. This finding suggests that the logic of 
localization of the organizations is not driven by 
objective strategies of urban regeneration through 
processes of cultural production/consumption. 
Possibly, these aspects come into play only after the 
creation and set-up phase of the organization that, 
familiarizing with the neighborhood and commu-
nity, is committed to imagining a new function for 
those places that are underused or often abandoned, 
linking them to contemporary art and cultural 
expressions. Moreover, while most of the interview-
ees recognized a specific potential to use artistic 
practices as a means of urban regeneration, they 
also demonstrated awareness of the possible contra-
dictions inherent to culture-led regeneration poli-
cies. Such evidence is consistent with the link 
between urban movements and artistic practices 
already described by previous studies as one of the 
distinctive characteristics of the alternative cultural 
production system (Borén and Young, 2013; Krätke, 
2010; Novy and Colomb, 2013; Valli, 2015):

For us visual arts have a transformative role at the social 
level due to its capability to open a dimension that does 
not belong to the daily experience of people. Something 
that can be also useless and is just an exercise of 
production of future perspectives. Therefore, arts have 
an important meaning for us in certain contexts, but 
when the situation is really complex, we believe there 
are other means, we are very critical on the use of art as 
substitute to welfare. (Specialized art center)

Network of collaborations amid relational 
fluidity and cognitive proximity

As suggested by Holden (2015), network mapping is 
a promising tool in ecological approaches to the 

cultural sector to disentangle the interconnectivity of 
the cultural ecosystems and the linkages across 
actors. Social network analysis is increasingly used 
in innovation studies to map the structure of collabo-
rations and communication across actors in clusters 
to better understand knowledge creation and learn-
ing patterns in the innovation process (Ter Wal and 
Boschma, 2009). Similarly, one relevant aspect to 
assess the creative atmosphere of urban alternative 
cultural production is the quantity and quality of the 
interactions across the actors within the community. 
The size and characteristics of the network not only 
is an indicator of the vitality of the community—
through the degree of collaborations, the circulation 
of ideas, or the level of social and relational capital 
among its actors—but the study of the network 
structure helps unveil the role and the position of the 
different actors in the development of cultural pro-
duction processes.

Information was collected on the subsample of 21 
organizations subject to semi-structured interviews 
to explore the network of alternative cultural produc-
tion in Turin. Through roster methodology (Ter Wal 
and Boschma, 2009), each of the respondents was 
presented the list of the other 20 organizations and 
was asked to indicate whether he or she has devel-
oped collaborations in the past 24 months relating to 
the development of artistic and cultural projects.

Figure 5 presents the map of such connections 
providing insights into the size and structure of the 
network.

Interestingly, a first finding that emerges looking 
at the figure is a significant fluidity of collaborative 
ties across organizations (depicted by gray and black 
ties), whereby not all reported collaborations seem 
to be reciprocated according to the information pro-
vided by the respondents. This finding can be partly 
explained by the fact that the alternative cultural pro-
duction centers represent groups of artists and crea-
tives who often belong to or are identifiable with 
different realities at the same time and, for this rea-
son, having developed projects with certain subjects 
leads to indicate unconfirmed collaborative relation-
ships by the interviewees in the other center. 
Alternatively, it is possible that the interviewees 
indicated only the most relevant collaborations for 
the cultural production of their space, which does not 
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necessarily find mutual recognition in the other 
interviewees.

Notwithstanding such fluidity in reported collab-
oration ties, significant differences emerge between 
cultural aggregators and specialized art centers in 
terms of connections. While both the types of organ-
ization report, on average, a similar number of out-
going connections (4.8 for cultural aggregators and 
4.3 for specialized art centers), cultural aggregators 
tend to attract more incoming connections than spe-
cialized art centers (6 vs 3.5) and have a higher num-
ber of reciprocal ties (3.22 vs 2.3). In other words, 
cultural aggregators are more likely to act as recipi-
ents or brokers in the network of collaborations aris-
ing in the alternative cultural production system. 
However, a deeper look at the structure of collabora-
tions suggests that such organizational characteris-
tics do not influence the position in the network or 
are associated with preferential attachment between 
actors sharing similar characteristics.3 This suggests 
that proximity based on the similarity in mission and 
organizational structure is not a conducive factor for 
collaborations, but cultural aggregators and special-
ized art centers tend to develop connections in a 
more symbiotic way. Conversely, looking at the 
artistic domains on which the centers operate, 

proximity based on common artistic practices seems 
a more relevant factor in shaping connections across 
organizations operating within the alternative cul-
tural production community. In fact, as depicted in 
Figure 6, focusing only on the strongest reciprocal 
links (cliques), two main clusters can be identified, 
with organizations sharing similar fields of cultural 
production: visual art (in blue) and music/perform-
ing arts (red).

Concluding remarks

Drawing on the emerging cultural and creative ecol-
ogy literature, the article has attempted to provide a 
theoretical and empirical framework to analyze 
urban alternative cultural production as an ecologi-
cal community. In this perspective, alternative cul-
tural production can be seen as a community of 
actors that take different forms in urban contexts 
depending on the variability of distinct traits: (1) the 
type of positioning of the cultural offer relatively to 
local institutional circuits, (2) different organiza-
tional models for the provision of goods and ser-
vices, and (3) spatial patterns and place-making 
implications. Emblematically, the differences in 
these attributes can be traced to two main types of 

Figure 5.  Network of collaborations, unidirectional and reciprocal ties.
The network map refers to the subsample of 21 organizations interviewed. The shape of the nodes refers to specialized art centers 
(Triangle) and cultural aggregators (Circle). Size of the node is proportional to its degree in the network. Black lines are reciprocal 
ties (collaborations recognized by both actors), while gray lines are unidirectional ties (collaboration reported only by one actor of 
the dyad).
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centers, which express different strategies through 
which these organizations pursue their alternative 
condition. On one hand, spaces focused on artistic 
experimentation specializing in one or few artistic 
fields or, on the other hand, centers oriented toward 
a diversification of their cultural offer to attract and 
represent diverse audiences mainly for community 
engagement.

Applying such a distinction in the analysis of the 
Turin urban context, our findings suggest that the 
two types of organizations coexist within the alterna-
tive cultural community. Moreover, differences in 
their mission and operation reflect in organizational 
structure, locational choices, and behavior in estab-
lishing collaborative ties within the network and the 
relationship with the neighborhood.

The article, having an exploratory purpose, pre-
sents limitations but at the same time highlights rel-
evant aspects to develop new lines of research in the 
study of alternative urban cultural production 
according to ecological approaches. First of all, 
although it is difficult to generalize the results 
obtained for Turin to other Italian or European cities, 
the proposed conceptual and empirical framework 
can allow a more systematic comparative analysis of 
alternative cultural production, studying across 

urban contexts the diversity in the structure of the 
community and of the behavior of different types of 
organizations. Second, the article does not develop a 
complete ecosystemic approach to study the rela-
tionships and interaction between alternative cul-
tural production and other cultural resources and 
urban policy domains. However, the diversity of 
alternative cultural organizations conceived and ana-
lyzed through a community ecology approach can 
shed light on future research in understanding how 
the presence and behavior of each type of actors in 
the alternative cultural production community are 
interconnected to other urban cultural production 
systems and transformation processes. Third, by 
analyzing organizational, spatial, and relational pat-
terns simultaneously, the analysis only superficially 
grasps possible distinctive traits of the different 
types of organizations. However, future research can 
investigate these distinct areas, in particular to what 
extent there are differences between cultural aggre-
gators and specialized art centers in internal organi-
zational hierarchies, in the type of resources 
mobilized and in the network of collaborations.

Finally, while it is beyond the scope of the article, 
the findings can provide some initial guidance for 
policy to address urban alternative cultural scenes 

Figure 6.  Network of collaborations, only cliques.



366	 European Urban and Regional Studies 29(3)

from an ecological perspective. Since alternative 
cultural production is a mix of initiatives blending 
artistic experimentation, cultural entrepreneurialism, 
and aspirations toward neighborhood revitalization, 
it might be a challenge to design a single policy 
approach and objective to address the cultural actors’ 
diversified needs and development trajectories. As 
emerged in our analysis, cultural aggregators can 
better fit a policy approach oriented toward the 
social and community role of artistic practices, with 
interventions aimed at supporting their operations 
through social impact grants, concessions of public 
spaces, or programs apt at building managerial 
capacity. Conversely, specialized art centers are 
more oriented toward self-organization within the 
artistic field without necessarily aspiring to trigger 
social effects on the territory. As a result, the devel-
opment trajectory of such actors can be better sup-
ported through proactive arts policy interventions 
that enhance entrepreneurial attitudes and conditions 
for a scene-based mode of art production and 
consumption.
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Notes

1.	 Organizations’ involvement in a given cultural 
domain is reported through a binary answer (yes/no). 
The size of the node is proportional to the relative 
frequency with which centers reported to operate in 
a specific cultural field. The existence and thickness 
of ties is measured through a positive correlation (at 
5% of significance), indicating the likelihood to find 
the co-presence of diverse cultural fields in the same 
organization. No negative correlation is found at 5 
percent of statistical significance.

2.	 Due to space limitations, this information is not pre-
sented in a table, but only reported in the text. Data 
of these variables are available from the authors upon 
request.

3.	 While the organizations included in the network map-
ping are not balanced across neighborhoods of the 
city, we also do not find any strong evidence of the 
effect of social and geographic proximity of the cent-
ers on the network of collaborations.
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