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Definition 

“Technically speaking, an impact is a special form of change, generally fast, 

violent and irreversible, due to the clash between an active agent (impactor) on 

an impacted area. Originally, impact has been used mainly in a negative sense 

(as in environmental impact)…In our specific case, impact is used instead as a 

desirable change due to exposition to/participation in/practice of art and 

culture in various forms. It is 'a dynamic concept which pre-supposes a 

relationship of cause and effect. It can be measured through the evaluation of 

the outcomes of particular actions, be that an initiative, a set of initiatives 

forming a policy or set of policies which form a strategy” 

C. Landry et al., The Art of Regeneration: Urban renewal through cultural activity, 1996



Once upon a time…

«Evaluating the social impact of participating in the arts 

has long been a sort of terra incognita, a continent whose 

existence is known, but which remains unexplored. …The 

sketchiness of the information encouraged some to argue 

that El Dorado lay there, while others asserted it was a 

desert, a wasteland best avoided. Our research has sought 

to throw some light on this shadowy region by establishing 

a base for further exploration. …If the flora and fauna are 

unfamiliar, we have at least encountered no monsters»

F. Matarasso, Use or Ornament, 1997 



Main problems

• Social impact evaluation of the arts always fails to establish a convincing 

causal link between desired social changes and involvement in the arts

• Scarcity of harmonised data characterises the entire cultural sector and 

some crucial subjects, like cultural access, participation and practice are 

severely underrepresented by statistics

• Outcome versus outputs: evaluation usually happens soon after the arts 

activity takes place, so that the alleged life-changing effects of the 

experience (which, realistically, will take some time to become evident) are 

likely to be completely missed out in the evaluation



Why should we measure the social impact 
of culture?

• Monitoring: the collection and analysis of factual quantitative data about arts and 

cultural provision and its use 

• Evaluation: the use of appropriate methods to research and understand arts and 

cultural practice and the responses of those involved in it 

• Advocacy: the process of improving understanding of and debates about art, 

culture and their place in society

“The primary responsibility for that lies with the cultural sector. If it feels 

misunderstood or undervalued, it is pointless to complain: it must find ways of 

improving the situation” 

F. Matarasso, On 'the very idea of measuring cultural value, 2012



The social impact evaluation

There is now a general agreement on the approaches that should always be 

adopted, which include:

• Cherishing participation from diverse components of a community (in 

particular, the viewpoints and experiences of those who are perceived to be 

emarginated or disadvantaged)

• Adopting both quantitative and qualitative methods

• Producing within the cultural and social sectors usable/ sharable knowledge 

that can be referred to and used for specific communities and valuing asset-

building activities



The MCP Broker project

MCP Broker (https://mcpbroker.eu/) was a project aimed to enhance and 

stimulate the cultural participation of migrants by improving the capacity of 

their local cultural public institutions to interact with them. 

In a more specific way, the project objectives were:

• To promote the engagement of the receiving communities in interacting 

with the migrants, based on the mutual respect of their rights, obligations 

and different cultures

• To ensure equal treatment and improve diversity management in the public 

and private work places, service provision, education systems, media and 

other important arenas

https://mcpbroker.eu/


The MCP Broker benchmarking tool

In order to analyse diversity management in cultural institutions, the MCP 

working group implemented a benchmarking tool, which tracks the potential 

journey of a cultural institution from a basic level where the institutions 

recognise the need to reflect society’s diversity by adapting rules and making 

statements, through two intermediate levels to an advanced level, where the 

cultural institutions as organisations fully reflects society’s diversity and 

promotes participation. 

Benchmarks for each level are defined in six different areas: 

(a) audience/visitors, (b) programme/repertoire/collections, (c) 

partners/collaborators, (d) employees, (e) board members, (f) suppliers. 



The MCP Broker benchmarking tool



The MEMEX project

MEMEX (www.memexproject.eu) promotes social cohesion through 

collaborative, heritage-related storytelling tools that provide access to tangible 

and intangible Cultural Heritage (CH) for communities at risk of exclusion. 

MEMEX social goal is to design guidelines and recommendations to promote 

actions for social inclusion with strategies for audience engagement and 

development. 

This will be achieved through the following objectives:

• Social analysis for communities need 

• Guidelines to benchmark social inclusion

• Design of new audience development strategies 

http://www.memexproject.eu/


MEMEX: social impact evaluation

• Data-collection instruments: interviews, observation of the storytelling 

workshops and participants’ stories. 

• The social impact evaluation will be set up around four main dimensions, 

assessed in different moments: 

• Cultural

• Social

• Spatial

• Emotional



MEMEX: the use of MCP 
benchmarking tool

The social impact evaluation in MEMEX is based on a qualitative approach:

• Rich and in-depth understanding of social phenomena

• Most suitable for interpretation of experience and meaning 

• Assess change 

The analysis of the results will be carried out against the MCP Broker  

benchmarking tool, reviewed for the MEMEX purposes



MEMEX: the  benchmarking tool (in progress)

LEVEL MEANINGS OF CH EXPRESSION OF CH CULTURAL PARTICIPATION

H
I
G
H

Level of knowledge about 
the concept of CH: 
individuals understand CH 
as a multidimensional 
concept with both tangible 
and intangible elements; 
they are able to identify CH 
expressions from both their 
own country and the 
neighbourhood/host 
country.                                                                                  
Significance and values 
attributed to CH: 
respondents attribute a high 
level of importance to 
preserving and promoting 
CH and see it as a valuable 
economic source; 
participants feel strongly 
identified and proud of the 
CH of their 
(nationality/group) and 
believe this to be an 
important aspect in bonding 
them as a community.

Participation in 
activities related to 
expression of own CH: 
individuals participate in 
one or more activity 
related to the expression 
of their own CH.                                                                                        
Perception of 
possibilities for CH 
expression: respondents 
feel they can freely 
express their own CH in.                                                                
Significance attributed 
to being able to express 
own CH: participants 
give a high importance 
to being able to express, 
maintain and exchange 
their own CH within 
host societies. 

Level of cultural participation (in host 
country): individuals participate very 
frequently in cultural activities during their 
free time.                                                                              
Level of cultural participation (in country 
of origin): In the case of immigrant 
respondents, individuals used to participate 
very frequently in cultural activities during 
their free time.                                                                  
Perception of possibilities to participate in 
CH of host country: respondents feel they 
can freely participate in the cultural life/offer 
of (host country). Potential limitations to their 
participation are not related to direct or 
indirect social exclusion factors, but to 
individual ones (such as a lack of interest).                                                                                
Use of internet for purposes related to 
cultural participation: individuals use the 
internet for practical (such as finding general 
information and booking tickets) and 
educational or creative purposes (such as 
learning about cultural places and activities 
and creating content) related to cultural 
participation.



Questions? Comments?
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