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Executive Summary 

 
Culture plays an important role for cities and influences a wide set of policy fields. Focus on 

cultural policies allows for the understanding of issues related to the design and development 

of cultural policies in urban contexts, such as economic impacts, tourism and the quality of life 

of citizens. When it comes to the role of cultural policies for individuals and communities living 

in ‘cultural cities’, as in the case of Lisbon, culture can be an important driver for well-being, 

cohesion, social inclusion, identity and active citizenship. However, Lisbon also shows wide 

gaps in equal access to culture. Recently, there has been a growing debate on the right to 

participate in cultural life in Europe, which leads to relevant questions on the ways in which 

Lisbon is providing conditions for equal access.  

This policy report is based on the investigation conducted in collaboration with the European 

Union-funded project ROCK (‘Regeneration and Optimization of Cultural heritage in creative 

and Knowledge cities’) in the intervention area in the eastern part of Lisbon, across the parishes 

of Marvila and Beato. The aim is to contribute to the policy debate on access to culture and 

cultural participation in the ROCK intervention area and presents and discusses data from the 

field.  

A set of seven recommendations is provided aiming to reduce physical, social and intellectual 

barriers that prevent accessibility to cultural activities and cultural participation and address 

policy actors on a local, national and European level. Reducing those barriers means wider and 

better access, and more cultural participation and equality. The recommendations address 

physical, financial, educational barriers, patterns of cultural consumption and digital access, 

social exclusion, and public participation.  



 

 

2 

 

Figure 1: Rock intervention area and the cultural sector in February 2020, (Figure by ROCK project ,2020) 

 

Glossary 

Access to culture is in this report understood as the opportunity to benefit from cultural 

activities and services. Accessible culture means equal rights and opportunities for all people 

to develop themselves, use cultural services and participate in cultural life (Pasikowska-

Schnass 2017, p. 1). 

Accessibility in difference describes the quality of being accessible and is not the same thing 

as availability. Availability means that a service or product is obtainable, but it does not as 

such guarantee that the service or product is accessible for all. Aspects of accessibility do not 

only refer to infrastructure, but to accessing services, facilities and goods regardless of 

specificity (disability, age) or context of use and can also be advanced by supporting 

participation, understanding, or offering information and engaging in activities (Lahtinen et al. 

2017, p. 1) (Deffner et al. 2015, pp. 2–3). 

Culture is the whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional 

features that characterise a community, society or social group. It includes not only arts and 
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literature, but also modes of life, the fundamental rights of human beings, value systems, 

traditions and beliefs. Culture encompasses the living or contemporary characteristics and 

values of a community as well as those that have survived from the past (Mexico City 

Declaration on Cultural Policies, UNESCO, 1982). 

Cultural activities embody or convey cultural expressions irrespective of the commercial value 

they may have. Cultural activities may be an end in themselves or they may contribute to the 

production of cultural goods and services (UIS, International Flows of Selected Cultural Goods 

and Services 1994-2003, 2005). 

Cultural participation implies the consumption of various cultural goods and services by the 

public at large. This ranges from being an audience member or visitor of a cultural facility or 

cultural activities to effective participation in performance, creation and art. Cultural 

participation acknowledges that culture and arts are an interactive rather than passive act. 

Cultural participation also covers both active and passive behaviour. For example, it includes 

persons listening to a concert and persons practicing music (Ateca-Amestoy et al. 2017, p. 37). 

Cultural rights protect the rights for each person, individually and in community with others, 

to develop and express their humanity, their world view and the meanings they give to their 

existence and their development through, inter alia, values, beliefs, convictions, languages, 

knowledge and the arts, institutions and ways of life. They also protect access to cultural 

heritage and resources that allow such identification and development processes to take place 

(Report of the UN Independent Expert on Cultural Rights to UNGA, 2010). 

Cultural services consist of the overall set of measures and supporting facilities for cultural 

practices that government, private and semi-public institutions or companies make available 

to the community. Examples of such services include the promotion of performances and 

cultural events as well as cultural information and preservation (libraries, documentation 

centres and museums) (Alonso Cano et al., 2000). 

Equality is embedded in the recognition that all people are valued equally and have equal 

rights regardless of personal characteristics. Equality is a fundamental right (Lahtinen et al. 

2017, p. 1).  
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1 Introduction 

Lisbon is the capital city of and largest city in Portugal with an estimated population of 506,654 

and a dense urban area that extends beyond the city's administrative limits with a population 

of approximately 2.8 million people (INE, PORDATA, 2019). This vibrant and dynamic city is 

well-known for its variety of cultural activities and diversity and is involved in Agenda 21 for 

culture as a participant in the Pilot Cities Europe programme of the UCLG Committee on 

Culture and Culture Action Europe (Cullen 2019, p. 2). 

In the last few years, Lisbon experienced extensive changes in urban transformation, mass 

touristification, the housing market and increasing investment in real estate. The cultural 

sector plays an important role in the transformation of the city by attracting new high-income 

residents, a new young and creative population, and tourism, with an annual 8,1 million 

tourists visited the metropolitan area of Lisbon in 2019 alone (Travel BI, 2020). 

This dynamic creates many challenges for cultural policies and defies the meanings of culture 

and the different aims that can be pursued in the policy field, such as the economic impact, 

the international city (re)branding, tourism or the well-being and quality of life of the citizens. 

The Agenda 21 for culture argues that culture is at the heart of sustainable cities and is a “key 

in the success of sustainable development policies, as driver and enabler of development and 

people-centred societies” (Duxbury et al. 2016, p. 7). Several global cultural networks 

campaigned under the banner “The Future We Want Includes Culture” for the inclusion of one 

specific goal devoted to culture and integration of cultural aspects across the Sustainable 

Development Goals by the United Nations (Culture2030Goal campaign 2019, p. 5). Some of 

the UN’s goals and targets for Agenda 2030 relate culture to sustainable development and 

create a new global asset to fight inequality and promote justice and inclusive, resilient cities 

(Culture2030Goal campaign 2019, p. 93). Fundamental in all cultural policies should be to 

prioritise the right of all people to participate in cultural life and gain equal access to culture. 

Developing the right policies and strategies requires understanding citizens’ needs through 

new bottom-up forms of governance.  

The intervention area of the EU-funded project ‘ROCK’ is located across the parishes of Marvila 

and Beato in the eastern side of Lisbon. While important examples of governance and 
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participation of the residents emerge in decision-making processes, and the library of Marvila 

can be considered as a new access point to culture and a civic centre that interacts with the 

neighbourhood, equal access to culture for everyone is a long process that requires in-depth 

analysis of existing gaps.  

In order to do so, one of the most important cultural documents on Lisbon, the 2017 published 

strategies for culture in Lisbon, is utilised to draw comparisons (Estrategégias para a Cultura 

da Cidade de Lisboa 2017, Costa et al.). Building on the objectives of this and fed with empirical 

knowledge on the intervention area, this report has been developed through extensive 

fieldwork and the application of mixed-methods research collecting quantitative and 

qualitative data. Accordingly, we will rely on: (i) a survey with 368 residents in the ROCK 

intervention area conducted between June and August 2019; (ii) a workshop in February 2020 

with 20 cultural agents who are based or work in the intervention area (iii) and individual 

interviews with experts that work or are politically active in the issue of cultural participation.   
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2 Culture for everyone? 

“Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the 

arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits” (Article 27 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights) 

Available data from the European Commission illustrates that a significant section of the EU 

population still does not participate in mainstream cultural activities. 32% of all EU residents 

did not read a book in the last twelve month and or went to the cinema (48%). Much lower is 

the percentage of participation for activities such as visiting a museum or art galleries (62%), 

concert (65%) or theatre (72%) (European Commission 2013, p. 7). To that end, people in more 

deprived circumstances in terms of income, education level and degree of urbanisation are 

participating significantly less than people with higher education profiles and higher incomes 

(European Commission Eurostat 2019, p. 134). 

Culture plays an important role in combating poverty and social exclusion and is important for 

building cultural, creative and intercultural competences. “The right to take part in cultural 

life” is stated in both Article 15 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (ICESCR) and Article 27 in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations). 

Article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights further states: “Everyone has the right 

freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in 

scientific advancement and its benefits” (Pasikowska-Schnass 2017, pp. 5–6). Nowadays, the 

concepts of cultural participation and access to culture as a fundamental right of all people 

has become more central than ever (Margherita 2018, p. 1). 

Nevertheless, some people may be excluded and marginalised from participating in cultural 

activities, which lowers possibilities for people to develop social and cultural connections that 

are “important for the maintenance of satisfactory levels of coexistence in conditions of 

equality” (European agenda for culture 2012, p. 12). 

It does not mean that in cities that are rich in cultural live everyone is enriched 
and empowered equally. Some groups of people or geographical areas can 
face several barriers to accessing culture. 
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3 Culture for cities and neighbourhoods 

Culture is multidimensional and covers different domains of the economy, society and 

individuals' lives. The last two decades have recorded a massive increase of interest in culture 

as a major resource for urban change and has been argued to be a fundamental part of 

creativity, innovation, well-being and cities’ regeneration as well as a competitive sector in its 

own. Culture has been considered as an important driver of sustainable development and 

international competitiveness connected to city (re)branding (Montalto et al. 2019, p. 167) 

(Evans G. and Shaw P. 2004, p. 6) (Slach & Boruta 2012, p. 100). The Global Taskforce of Local 

and Regional Governments acknowledges the need to explicitly include culture in the 

paradigm of sustainable cities and argues “that culture will be a key in the success of 

sustainable development policies, as driver of development and people-centred societies […] 

without culture, there is no future for cities: Cities need vitality, meaning, identity and 

innovation, and citizens need to widen their freedoms”(Duxbury et al. 2016, p. 7).  

Over the past several decades many cultural plans and programs have devoted attention to 

the economic impact of cultural consumption activities in cities, flagship buildings and city 

centres. These strategies raise concerns as to the impacts associated with gentrification, 

reduction of affordable housing and the displacement of lower income communities and 

hinders cultural democracy (Bianchini & Borchi 2018, p. 46). Cultural-led development 

programs often tend to ignore peripheral and inner-city areas that suffer from “multiple 

deprivation”, a concept that weighs in factors such as “income and employment deprivation, 

education, skills and training deprivation, health deprivation and disability, crime, barriers to 

housing and services, and living environment deprivation” (Bonet & Négrier 2018, p. 46). 

Evidence shows that little effort has been given to support cultural participation and promote 

the cultural lives of deprived neighbourhoods, as community needs are typically overlooked 

by cultural development strategies (Rosenstein 2011, p. 9)(Stern & Seifert 2007, p. 1). 

Nevertheless, cultural participation plays an important role in the well-being of individuals and 

can be a crucial element for community initiatives. The enjoyment of culture can enhance life 

opportunities and improve the quality of life for individuals and communities. (Ateca-Amestoy 

et al. 2017, pp. 81–83). By supporting their cultural life, neighbourhoods can experience a 
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better social fabric, cohesion, conviviality, and citizenship. Particularly in less developed and 

deprived areas, the improvement of cultural participation and the removal of barriers can 

contribute to developing attitudes, promote a sense of identity and create employment and 

opportunities. Putting community development at the core of cultural policies is a key tool for 

a sustainable development of neighbourhoods and cities (Brook 2015, p. 3). 

Benefits from cultural activities for cities and neighbourhoods 

Economic Social 

x  direct and indirect employment; 
x inward investment and business location; 
x attraction of educated workforce; 
x property value; 
x visitor and resident spending; 
x economic diversification; 
x image and branding for a city, associating it with 

desirable goods; 
x attraction of tourism. 

x quality of life for individuals and communities; 
x social capital; 
x sense of identity and belongness; 
x community cohesion, social fabric; conviviality; 
x education and learning new skills; 
x health and wellbeing; 
x new solutions to everyday problems; 
x developing social networks; 
x confidence and change in perception of area. 

Table 1: Sources Landry 2008, Matarosso 1997, TJARVE & ZEMĪTE 2016 

 

4 Democratisation of culture or cultural democracy 

Democratisation of culture and cultural democracy are two complementary but often 

controversial perspectives on the primary focus and aims of government and the increased 

engagement of European states in the cultural sector in post-war Europe. Democratisation of 

culture focuses on a long-standing belief in the “civilising value of the arts” and a “consequent 

desire to democratise access to it” (Matarasso & Landry 1999, p. 14). 

The role of governments is to extend access to the general public who do not have adequate 

access to ‘high culture’ due to low income or education. For many years in Europe, 

government cultural policies has followed the strategy of democratisation of culture and has 

tended to prioritise access issues in terms of the reduction of admission prices, access to 

education programmes, free entry to museums, and the popularisation of culture through 

state broadcasting and further initiatives. “A mark of success for a cultural policy would be a 

demographic structure for attendance for major artworks that matches that of the total 

population” (Evrard 1997, pp. 167–168). 
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Critics argue that the democratisation of culture is top-down elitist and that this approach to 

culture ignores cultural expressions and practices outside of the mainstream canon. By 

contrast, a model of ‘cultural democracy’ is more recent and has precedents in some 19th 

century cultural and political movements. In this perspective, cultural policies are seen beyond 

the focus on access to cultural work and go beyond educating people in the appreciation of 

approved culture. It focuses on inclusion, diversity and increasing access to the means of 

cultural production and distribution and involves the recognition and inclusion of diverse 

cultures in public decision-making processes. Culture is recognised as an everyday expression 

of people and that they should be involved in public debates about cultural identity and 

expression (Gattinger 2011, p. 3). “The principle of cultural democracy […] has subsequently 

vied for primacy with that of the democratisation of culture. Although, given the changing 

nature of society, they are not necessarily mutually exclusive, they have tended to polarise 

political debate around cultural policy in many European countries” (Matarasso & Landry 

1999, p. 14). 

The Council of Europe links cultural rights with cultural democracy; defined via a set of 

commitments that include “respect for cultural diversity; fair and equitable access to cultural 

resources and support; population's participation in cultural policy-making; and active 

participation in community cultural life” (Pasikowska-Schnass 2017, p. 12). These 

commitments need to be implemented in cultural policies that promote participation and 

access to culture. Implementation of cultural policies should be based on the identification of 

barriers so as to improve decisions. 

  

Democratisation of culture and cultural democracy are policy objectives: the 
first focuses primarily on access to culture and the second focuses on 
inclusion, diversity and access to the means of cultural production (Matarasso 
& Landry 1999, p. 14). 
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5 Access to culture and cultural participation 

“Access to culture is understood as the opportunity to benefit from cultural offer, 

whereas cultural participation implies the consumption of various cultural goods 

and services by the public at large. Any discussion of access to culture needs to 

cover areas such as financial means and public spending, social integration, skills 

and education, geographical and social isolation, minority rights, cultural rights 

and freedom of expression. All of these have an impact on access to and 

consumption of culture, and are potential barriers to broad public participation 

in a rich cultural life” (Pasikowska-Schnass 2017, p. 1). 

Although the term accessibility is often related to physical disabilities, it refers to how the 

wider public as social groups can face accessibility problems in different forms. It means the 

ability of everyone to use a service or a product, regardless of specificity such as disability or 

age, is a matter of usability, whereby anything that is not accessible for a user is not user- 

friendly (Deffner et al. 2015, pp. 2–3). Access to culture and cultural participation are closely 

related terms. Policies for access and participation aim to ensure equal opportunities for the 

enjoyment of culture. Success can be gained through the identification of underrepresented 

groups, the design and implementation of initiatives or programmes aiming to increase their 

participation, and the removal of barriers. 

Societal needs are based on a wide range of race, gender, economic, educational, or cultural 

factors and inadequate literacy. Culture, if considered as a distinctive feature of every human 

being and community, and a universal right, implies that every human being and community 

should have equal access. The aim should be that all people can enjoy in the same way the 

same benefits and cultural services at all levels and on multiple scales. Nevertheless, a “truly 

equal access to cultural experiences may be a dream, but equitable access can be seen as a 

civil right and to enable fuller participation in the cultural life of the nation and to foster 

creative citizenship, barriers to it must be lowered” (Brugg Bawden 2002, p. 11). 
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6 Barriers to accessing culture 

The first approach to enhance accessibility is by identifying barriers and removing the 

obstacles that may hinder participation. Indeed, this presents a difficult task as barriers are 

interrelated and existing in different forms, physical, social and intellectual. 

 

Geographical or physical barriers are mainly recognisable in remote rural areas or small towns 

because of spatial distances, isolation and/or morphological shape of a neighbourhood or 

area. The geographical location and the lack of transport may separate people and 

communities from cultural facilities. Accordingly, built infrastructure and facilities can 

incorporate barriers in their very design, especially for people with a limited mobility.  

Social barriers relate to person’s social and financial backgrounds and includes issues such as 

social exclusion or isolation, minority and cultural rights, unemployment and educational 

levels. Insufficient financial means can prevent cultural access to people because of cost and 

Figure 2: Venn diagram shows the main barriers that prevent access to culture and the relation and 
complexity between barriers (authors illustration, 2020) 
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budgetary allocations, like inadequate funding or entrance fees and public transport tickets. 

Digital barriers refer to the lack of internet infrastructure, ICT equipment, digital skills or 

competences. Internet-use is still strongly linked with income and education level, gender, 

age, nationality, linguistic and ethnic background. Digital access to cultural services and goods 

plays an important role nowadays and can open new possibilities for consumers and help to 

overcome physical barriers.  

Intellectual barriers in culture relates to interest in cultural activities, provision of information, 

life choices or linguistic barriers and perceptions of culture. Some people do not have the 

specialised technical or scientific knowledge to understand and be aware of information 

relating to cultural activities and its enjoyment. Further, sensory disabilities, such as blindness 

or deafness and other forms of limitations, present strong barriers in the enjoyment of cultural 

life.  
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7 Identified barriers to access to culture and cultural participation 

in the ROCK intervention area  

The following section presents the main barriers that prevent access to cultural activities and 

hinder cultural participation in the ROCK intervention area. These were identified through 

extensive fieldwork and the application of mixed-methods research collecting quantitative 

and qualitative data, based on: (i) a survey with 368 residents in the ROCK intervention area 

conducted between June and August 2019 (ROCK project Lisbon 2020a) (ii) a workshop with 

20 cultural agents who are based or work in the intervention area held on the 7th February 

2020 in the library in Marvila (ROCK project Lisbon 2020b) and, (iii) individual interviews with 

experts that work on or are politically active in the area of accessibility and cultural 

participation1. 

 

7.1 Physical barriers 

Geographical isolation: The ROCK intervention area is located in between the dynamic city 

centre and the due to the Expo in 1998 rehabilitated eastern area of Parque das Nações. The 

riverside is a post-industrial area with abandoned built spaces and urban voids surrounded by 

new real estate investments and public-private large-scale projects like the Prata living 

concept in Braço de Prata and the creative hub of Beato. Despite its central geographical 

location the area “is a periphery within the city” and rather segregated from the rest of the 

city, due to infrastructure built during industrialisation, little action to revitalise the area post-

industrialism and poor public transport connections (Nunes & Sequeira 2011, p. 10). More 

recently, this area gained attention with a growing cultural sector; however, this growth 

coincides with ongoing social inequalities among residents.  

The workshop with cultural agents in the area that was held in Marvila library in February 2020 

highlighted many challenges in terms of access, addressing audiences and visibility within the 

city. Its peripheral location makes it impossible for people to coincidentally pass by and 

 
1 Interview 1, Cecília Folgado, EGEAC, 11th March 2020; Interview 2: Diana Niepce, dancer and choreographer, 
16th February 2020; Interview 3: Marila Vlachou, Association Acesso Cultura, 21th February 2020 (more 
information end of report) 
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discover the area and its cultural activities. People must be aware of specific cultural events 

in order to visit. Although the area has become more well-known, empirical knowledge 

confirms that it is not yet entrenched as a ‘cultural route’ of the city and many residents of 

Lisbon including taxi drivers do not know where it is located or perceive it as far away.  

Spatial barriers: The morphological shape of Lisbon challenges physical accessibility in this 

area. Rural areas, traffic routes, several hills, trainlines and further discontinuities with urban 

voids exist in the urban landscape. Two trainlines divide the area into sections and create a 

socio-economic barrier due a diverse population with social housing complexes in the upper 

part of Marvila and a trendy neighbourhood at the waterfront area. These conditions together 

– the morphology, the urban landscape and a peripheral urban space that was neglected for 

a longer time – are spatial barriers in the landscape of the ROCK intervention area and reduce 

accessibility to cultural facilities and activities.  

 

Figure 3: Map shows train lines that divide the area, built a social-spatial barrier and ensure a division in the cultural sector 

(Figure by ROCK project, 2020) 
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Mobility and Transport: During the workshop, all cultural agents criticised the insufficiency of 

public transport connections to the area. This data confirms findings from the survey 

conducted by the ROCK team in 2019 whereby 64,5% of residents indicated that they mainly 

move by foot and by bus and private vehicle. The mobility for persons with limited mobility is 

perceived as bad by most of the residents. 

The frequency of existing public transport is comparatively low and metro stations are far from 

the area. For example, the train from Lisbon city centre to Marvila station is at half-hour and 

one-hour intervals and there is no weekend service. Taking the library as a destination in the 

heart of the area, there is only one bus stop serving it. Therefore, arriving by public transport 

to cultural facilities in the intervention area consists of numerous links in the trip chain, such 

as bus, vehicle and metro to reach the destination building. Further, this takes a significant 

amount of time, of which some of the links in the chain are not accessible for people with 

limited mobility. Shared vehicles are almost entirely absent, as there are neither bicycle 

stations nor other electric vehicles in the area. The bus is the main mean of transport used by 

the residents for going outside of the area, for example to the city centre or other places.  

Public transport connections and mobility play an important role in participation in cultural 

activities. The workshop results stressed that mobility is essential for cultural initiatives and 

should be improved to enhance the accessibility to culture in the area. Not only for the 

residents within their own neighbourhood is it important to move and communicate, but also 

for the area and the cultural sector to communicate with the rest of the city. Especially for 

people with a limited mobility (including persons with disabilities, elderly or parents with small 

children, who may experience physical accessibility limitations), the lack of public transport is 

challenging and can increase marginalisation.  

Table 2: Mobility and transport means used by residents 
within the area (ROCK project survey, 2019) 

Table 3: Mobility and transport means used by residents to 
go out of the area (ROCK project survey, 2019) 
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Poor accessibility of public facilities: Accessibility of facilities in the municipality is already a 

highly relevant issue; for example, the library of Marvila offers great accessibility and a 

universal design. However, most of the facilities in the cultural sector are in private hands and 

are not accessible for people with limited mobility. Specifically, in the waterfront area of the 

area, due to the variety of historical heritage buildings from the 18th and 19th Century such as 

palaces and warehouse, many of them have been transformed and reutilised into cultural 

facilities. The antique architecture of these buildings have many physical barriers including 

stairs, entrance halls and doors, small corridors, no lifts and provide inadequate parking spots 

and an inaccessible surface. Further, and often unnoticed, artists with limited mobility should 

also require equal opportunities to work as professionals in the cultural sector. Cultural 

facilities that are made accessible are mostly designed for audiences; however, the artists’ 

perspective is typically not kept in mind and backstage (including toilets, showers and more) 

and stage areas remain difficult to access for people with limited mobility. This makes the 

work of professionals and those who would like to work in the cultural sector and face 

accessibility issues exceedingly difficult, as well as in relation to finding spaces to realise their 

projects or to rehearse. 

 

  

Compare strategic AXIS EE1 “Promotion of cultural enjoyment” in Estratégias para a cultura da 
cidade de lisboa 2017, p. 247 
Objective 1.4.1.: Promote conditions of mobility and physical access (transportation, conditions 
and schedules) in general to the city's cultural equipment and programme 
Objective 1.4.2. Facilitate accessibility to cultural equipment and programs for people with 
reduced mobility and specific handicaps 
Objective 1.4.5. Promote awareness and technical training actions, within the scope of 
accessibility, for cultural professionals 
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7.2 Social Barriers 

The socio-economic backgrounds of residents in the ROCK intervention area compared to the 

rest of the municipality of Lisbon is quite low and have a slightly aging social structure. Further, 

the area’s population have low education and literacy rates. Most residents have finished 

school in basic education in the first cycle and in relation to higher education, there is a 

noticeable difference in comparison with the rest of the municipality. Unemployment rates 

are equally high and the percentage of single-parent families without any type of academic 

study is significantly above the average in Lisbon (Barcón 2018, p. 5). 

Cultural and Educational barriers: Low education and literacy rates, paired with low university 

and art education, produce great challenges for cultural education. The cultural agents that 

work in the area mention the difficulty in addressing lower-educated residents in the 

neighbourhood. The municipalities company EGEAC confirms the challenge of addressing 

audiences with lower education in the cultural sector in Lisbon (Interview 1, 2020). Cultural 

education is assumed to be a condition for understanding and perceiving information and for 

building an own interest in cultural participation. 

Social exclusion: The area has a diverse population and the cultural sector is specific in 

targeting their audience. Some people may feel excluded due to social stratification and are 

afraid of participating in an event that, in their perception, belongs to other social groups 

(Brook 2015, p. 1).To that end, unfortunately, issues like fear, racism, difference, prejudice 

and cultural, ethnic and religious intolerance are still very present and a reason for 

marginalisation and exclusion in cultural participation.  

Financial resources: The average income in the area is lower and the unemployment rate 

exceeds the average of the municipality. Lack of money goes hand-in-hand with lack of time 

and can be a reason for reduced cultural participation due to the cost of entry tickets 

1,9
3,3

12,5
27,7

54,6

Student
Other*

Unemployed
Retired

Employed

9,0
38,0
35,6

12,8
4,6

None
Basic(1st Cycle)

Basic (2nd Cycle)
Secondary Education

Higher education

Figure 5: Level of education in ROCK intervention area in %, 
(ROCK project survey, 2019) 

Figure 4: Employment rate in ROCK intervention area in %, 
(ROCK project survey, 2019) 
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(Pasikowska-Schnass 2017, p. 18). Especially in difficult times such as during an economic 

downturn, those who might be eager to attend cultural events need to cut their cultural 

spending; this produces social exclusion and culture becomes more privileged. Moreover, a 

lack of financial resources is not only on the audience-side. Results from the workshop 

confirms that most of the cultural agents would be interested in increasing their accessibility, 

but lack the financial means and human resources to attract new audiences and to enhance 

more public engagement. 

Digital barriers: In the last few years the importance of digital access and new technologies 

has increased enormously. The internet can be used in many different ways to discover, 

research, purchase and participate in cultural activities, which are nowadays firmly embedded 

in a digital context, such as reading online articles, gaining cultural information and listening 

to music or radio (European Commission 2013, p. 57). The internet has become an important 

platform for providing information and for communication. Nevertheless, wide gaps in society 

still exist and some people do not have access to the internet, ICT equipment, digital skills or 

competences. Internet use is even lower in low-income and low-education neighbourhoods  

(Pasikowska-Schnass 2017, p. 24), like the ROCK intervention area.  

  

Compare strategic AXIS EE1 “Promotion of cultural enjoyment” in Estratégias para a cultura da 
cidade de lisboa 2017, p. 247 

1.4 Ensure conditions that promote access to culture 
1.4.4. Facilitate cultural literacy and a comprehensive (anthropological) concept of culture, 

overcoming the symbolic barriers associated with ‘high culture’, creating new sensibilities 
and channels for the enjoyment of new cultural experiences and contents 

1.4.3. Promote widespread accessibility to new technologies (wi-fi access) as a vehicle for cultural, 
recreational enrichment and citizen participation 

1.3. Increase cultural literacy 
1.3.1. Activate the cultural capital of the different populations through educational and pedagogical 

services, reinforcing self-esteem and valuing personal resources for the enjoyment and 
cultural experience of the city  

1.3.2. Extend the universe of cultural assets that are part of the dynamics of educational services, 
fostering a platform of diverse actors working for this purpose in a logic of complementarity 
and partnership  

1.3.3. Extend training services by educational services to stigmatised audiences and outsiders to 
the usual strategies for cultural dynamism  

1.3.4. Facilitate and cooperate in the promotion of culture and creativity in school curricula and 
pedagogical practices in a wide way, sensitising younger populations to the cruciality of 
culture and creativity as assets  
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7.3 Intellectual barriers 

Lack of interest: As reported by the European Commission in 2013 in its Eurobarometer report 

(European Commission 2013, pp. 21–26) on cultural access and participation the main barriers 

to participation in cultural activites in the member states of the European union were due to 

the lack of interest at 33% and lack of time at 29% (European Commission 2013, p. 21). In this 

data, Portugal is one of the countries with the lowest interest in cultural activites like visiting 

museums and galleries (European Commission 2013, pp. 21–26). The ROCK project survey 

shows that only 5% of residents perceive that cultural activities in the area are directly 

addressed at residents. A majority of residents believes that cultural activities are focused 

mainly on tourists and outsiders. 

 

The reason for this could be a lack of interest by residents or a feeling of exclusiveness. On the 

other hand, in focus group discussion, the involvement of the local community was considered 

as particularly important for the majority of the cultural agents.  

Communication and language barriers: Communication and articulation were pointed out as 

one of the main barriers to addressing people, especially those who have already a lack of 

interest in cultural activities. A reason for low participation in culture is because of 

disarticulation and dispersion of information. The use of hermetic language and special 

linguistic styles makes information not understandable for some people. Further, certain 

5%

8,1%

12,0%

27,1%

39,5%

Cultural and artistic
activities

Local stores

Restaurants and
Taverns

Grocery stores and
bakeries

Cafes

Local businesses and services that 
are perceived by residents mainly 

addressing them

7%

9%

12%

14%

14%

19%

21%

Senior audience

Tourists

Specific audiences in art and
culture

Audiences with special needs

General public

Youth and children

Residental population in
Marvila and Beato

Type of target audience that cultural 
agents do not reach but would like to 

reach in the future

Figure 5: (Rock project survey, 2019) Figure 6: Survey at workshop with cultural agents, 2020) 
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disabilities such as mental disabilities or blindnesss and deafness mean that people are often 

excluded in communcation channels. Unless facilities or events are made accessible through 

the use of audio, sign language or braille, providing information by using the right channel 

remains a challenge.  

  

Compare strategic AXIS EE1 “Promotion of cultural enjoyment” in Estratégias para a cultura da 
cidade de lisboa 2017, p. 248 

1.2. Take advantage of / promote / mobilise local cultural dynamics in proximity 
1.2.1. Promote strongly territorialised proximity dynamics associated with equipment or anchor 

institutions, which combine diversified values, namely cultural and identity representation, 
but also social inclusion 

1.2.2. Adapt municipal equipment to the socio-cultural reality and expectations of residents of the 
respective territories 

1.4. Ensure conditions that facilitate access to culture 
1.4.2. Facilitate accessibility to cultural equipment and programmes for people with […] specific 

handicaps´ 
1.9. Promote public crossings in cultural enjoyment 
1.9.1. Promote intersections by age, gender, ethnicity, type of activity 
1.9.2. Promote cultural desecration and permeability between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture 
1.9.3. Promote an interaction between cultural activities and other non-traditionally cultural 

activities 
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8 Recommendations 

The identified barriers reduce accessibility to cultural facilities and activities and hinder 

cultural participation in the ROCK intervention area. Cultural policies together with public 

participation can contribute to remove such barriers and create more accessible cultural 

participation. The aforementioned barriers and issues specifically concern the ROCK 

intervention area, albeit they require the implementation of government and European 

principles to make the work of municipalities and councils effective locally. Below, seven 

recommendations are made addressing political actors on a local, national and European level. 

 

ADDRESSING PHYSICAL BARRIERS 

1 Physical accessibility 

1.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

Transport and mobility are essential for good accessibility to cultural facilities and therefore 

play an important role in participation in cultural activities. Not only is it important for 

residents within their own neighbourhood to move and interact, but it is also important for 

the area and the cultural sector in order to communicate with the rest of the city. For people 

with a limited mobility it is especially challenging if there is a lack of public transport, which 

can increase marginalisation. The lack of adequate public transport in the ROCK intervention 

area and its isolated location led to a greater dependence on car use, particularly for those 

who come to the area from outside and are willing to visit cultural facilities. Inside the 

neighbourhood, most of the residents travel by foot.  

To increase physical accessibility to the area and the cultural sector, investment by the 

municipality in public transport is necessary to connect the neighbourhood and cultural 

facilities better to the rest of the city. Projects in public transport should consider transport 

systems that are accessible to everybody (‘universal access’), including persons with limited 

mobility. This includes that every trip chain and every link in the chain is designed to be 

accessible for everyone (Taylor 2013, p. 2). 
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Further, we recommend the improvement and investment in ‘slow-mobility’ infrastructure 

(Maltese et al. 2017, p. 154). This means pedestrian and cycling paths that guarantee safe and 

comfortable travel. The design of footways and footpaths should take the needs of all 

potential users into account, including persons with limited mobility. To ensure the needs of 

the residents, the implementation of projects should involve public participation in decision-

making processes to give residents the opportunity to follow the progress of improvements in 

their local area. 

1.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

The improvement of physical accessibility to cultural facilities and in mobility and transport on 

the local scale is mostly in the hands of urban planning departments of municipalities. 

However, the government can support the implementation of enhancing physical accessibility 

and universal access by considering and defining mobility and sustainability goals in a national 

context. Sustainable mobility needs to be more strongly promoted to rethink users’ mobility 

behaviour and the use of private vehicles as a second model option. Green transport models 

and slow-mobility have many benefits, like reducing pollution, noise, increasing quality of life 

and can also provide cultural benefits, by providing better access to cultural facilities and 

heritage sites (Maltese et al. 2017, p. 154). Sustainable mobility and transport do not only 

consider environmental issues but include universal access to all essential goods in life. This 

concerns the participation in cultural activities and should be therefore included in national 

sustainable mobility issues.  

1.3 European level: European Union, Member States and international and 

European initiatives 

All national and local policy goals of the Member States of the European Union are guided by 

common European principles. A main goal is to reduce inequalities between the different 

Member States. Geographical barriers that prevent accessibility to culture are in fact more 

visible on a local scale. To gain equality for taking part in cultural activities and to reduce 

barriers all over the European Union, national and local initiatives need support and suitable 

development strategies that work on removing geographical barriers and enhance cultural 

participation in isolated areas. 
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2 Physical accessibility in cultural facilities 

2.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

Public cultural facilities require an examination by experts if they fulfil a standard of physical 

accessibility. This needs to be expanded to the private cultural sector to gurantee more 

accessible faciltites and be supported by public funding. Accordingly, investment should be 

done to improve facilties and remove physical barriers in the urban landscape. If facilities and 

venues are designed as accessible but the surrounding urban landscape is not, barriers will 

still exist. In historical heritage buildings and sites, the need to rebuild and adapt to gain 

accessibility can collide with conservation policies that preserve the integrity of historical 

buildings and sites. This requires specific guidelines for the accessibility of cultural and 

heritage sites set by the relevant cultural ministry department. Close cooperation between 

experts, the involvement of the community and associations of people with disabilities 

increase success and a user-centred design can gain a sound understanding of physical 

accessibility issues. 

2.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

The issue about accessibility in cultural facilities not only refers to specific regions and cities 

but is highly relevant in the whole cultural sector. To ensure accessibility to cultural facilities 

and in cultural activities that includes persons with limited mobility, a nationwide cultural 

strategy that promotes the examination of the accessibility of cultural facilities is needed. The 

key goals should include the enhancement and valorisation of cultural facilities and to 

guarantee equal access and the best possible conditions for its public utilisation and 

enjoyment. The national ministry of culture needs to pay attention to the physical accessibility 

of state-owned cultural facilities. Further, a national commission platform for exchange 

among ministries, the main associations representing people with disabilities, and the artistic 

and cultural sector can help provide a forum for a better understanding of the issues. 



 

 

24 

2.3 European and international level: European Union, Member States and 

European initiatives 

We recommend placing a stronger focus on strengthening equal rights and accessibility 

policies in the European Union. As a right of EU citizenship, the European Union should 

consider accessibility to cultural activities and facilities as a requirement for moving freely and 

independently and ensure that people with limited mobility can enjoy cultural activities.  

 

ADDRESSING SOCIAL AND INTELLECTUAL BARRIERS 

3 Financial barriers 

3.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

The provision of free entry is a simple policy response to the assumption that people do not 

participate because they are not able to pay; this follows a policy of the democratisation of 

culture. Free entry may be sufficient for facilitating access to culture for some people, but for 

others cultural, intellectual and social barriers remain. The European Agenda for Culture 

identified that the loss of revenue to cultural institutions versus an increase in participation 

may be disappointing unless the measures taken address the specific interests or needs of the 

targeted audience (European agenda for culture 2012, p. 45). For example, lower entrance 

price or free entrance tend not to target those without any interest, feel excluded or who are 

not able to understand information. Therefore, cultural policy measures targeting financial 

barriers should be implemented in line with a policy of access to culture for all, such as 

furthering the needs of disadvantaged groups, children, youth, schools, the elderly and the 

unemployed. This can be implemented for example by identifiying and targerting people who 

live in precarious financial circumstances or are socially disadvantaged and give them the 

opportunity to enjoy art and culture with an access card to gain free entrance to numerous 

cultural organisations.  
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3.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

High income inequalities are present in Portugal and for some people cultural enjoyment is a 

luxury good. Of course, it is important to ensure access to essential goods in life for the 

population, before the enjoyment of cultural activities. In order to remove financial barriers, 

the government needs to combat financial income inequalities in the whole country and raise 

the minimum wage. This gives more people the opportunity for cultural participation and 

participating in wider society. Additionally, it is worth supporting the cultural sector with 

fundings for projects that implement and enhance accessibility and to implement a 

government programme that aims for a culture for all.  

3.3 European and international level: European Union, Member States and 

European initiatives 

Inequality in income and disparities of opportunity within and among Member States of the 

European Union continues to be a significant concern. Greater emphasis will need to be placed 

on reducing inequalities in income as well as those based on other factors to guarantee greater 

participation in culture in the European Union.  

 

4 Education and cultural barriers 

4.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

Projects on cultural education can act as an enabler and awareness builder and by that serve 

as a starting point for a longer lasting and sustainable engagement in cultural activities. 

Participatory programmes for less habitual audiences like young people and technical training 

of those who work in the culture sector can be a helpful tool to promote cultural literacy. To 

teach young people more about art and culture helps to form and strengthen their personality, 

and perhaps even give them the opportunity to become future artists in a culturally-minded 

society (European agenda for culture 2012, p. 65). Local initiatives supported by the 

municipality and council should ensure cultural education programmes built on collaborations 

and long-term cooperation between educational centres, schools and universities and cultural 
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institutions or artistic teaching projects. Cultural policies and institutions should regard 

education as a core element. 

4.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

In consideration of the key importance of culture for personal development and creativity, 

cultural education should be part of the curricula of all school types. Therefore, cultural 

literacy needs to be promoted in schools through new methodologies to approach 

contemporary artistic and cultural practices. It is important to consider cultural literacy not as 

the teaching and learning of the knowledge of different cultures, but instead addressing the 

core dispositions of cultural literacy – tolerance, inclusion and empathy. 

4.3 European and international level: European Union, Member States and 

European initiatives 

The understanding of cultural literacy takes many forms throughout the European Union. It 

ranges from teaching and learning knowledge about culture, up to a consideration of cultural 

literacy as a social practice, as well as learning by experiencing and practicing through cultural 

activities. Within the concept of a European culture, a broad and shared European 

understanding of cultural literacy is needed to overcome challenges. A contribution of young 

people building skills and competences helps strengthen intercultural European dialogue and 

increase the notion of cultural diversity in Europe. Young people need to be centralised as the 

users and producers of culture through their own cultural expression, informed by their 

cultural awareness and cultural knowledge all over the European Union (Lähdesmäki et al. 

2018, p. 6).  

 

5 Digital access 

5.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

Cultural policies need to understand and support new patterns of digital cultural consumption 

involving new technologies and forms like the digitisation of cultural heritage, museum and 

library collections. To that end, the growth of social media can foster new internet-based 

forms of participation and expressiveness. It produces the possibility of creating communities, 
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organising participatory decision-making processes, communicating quickly, and collaborating 

on common projects. Programmes can help to give more people the ability to use the internet.  

Further, patterns of cultural consumption of specific groups and young people are particularly 

worth analysing. While for example young people are underrepresented within the audience 

of cultural institutions, they are highly interested in cultural production (music, film, cinema) 

and subcultures like different styles of music, street art and more. It shows that cultural 

activities are diverse and it is important to not only consider practices that are clearly 

identified as cultural. Analysing the new patterns of cultural consumption may be vital for the 

sustainability of cultural institutions and understanding the cultural participation of young 

people.  

5.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

The basis for digital consumption is access to the internet and the ability to use the internet. 

Digital access must be enhanced all over the country and made accessible for everyone. A 

national goal should be to ensure continuity for the cultural sector in which open access is 

guaranteed. 

5.3 European and international level: European Union, Member States and 

European initiatives 

The Member States of the European Union can learn from innovations and new technologies. 

Therefore, exchange platforms for cultural digital projects between initiatives in the European 

Member States should be promoted. Further, it is worth analysing different methods, forms 

and patterns of cultural consumption in the European Union. 

 

6 Symbolic barriers and social exclusion 

6.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

Symbolic barriers like the attribution of ‘high culture’ and ‘low culture’ need to be overcome 

to gain social inclusion. This may be linked to interests, life choices, but also to a fear or dislike 

of the cultural atmosphere, a lack of knowledge of specific codes and by the perception of 
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cultural activities as exclusivist or the feeling of not belonging. To remove symbolic barriers 

and fears, the specific needs and behaviour of target groups must be considered and invisible 

barriers that could prevent people from attending some cultural events identified.  

It is important ensure that information is understandable by the use of accessible language. 

Finding the right ‘bridges’ and format, such as having programmes in braille, video or sign 

language can be a key in communication. Using clear and simple language helps to remove 

barriers in language and communication for those who are not used to reading a lot and those 

who have not participated in higher education and can help in an efficient way to promote 

cultural content (European agenda for culture 2012, p. 54). A ‘local mediator’ who is in close 

contact with the local residents can help to connect with the community in the form of field 

facilitators. Inclusive cultural local events can be created to promote diversity of cultural 

expression and allow interaction between people of differing age, gender, ethnicity, 

profession, and economic capital, which can contribute to break boundaries between people 

with different mentalities.  

6.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

Social rights on inequalities and cultural education needs to be fostered to remove symbolic 

barriers and gain equal access. The empowerment of people in marginalised and 

disadvantaged situations helps to overcome difficulties and barriers and to actively participate 

in their own inclusion in society. Social exclusion, fear, social stratification, racism, prejudice 

and cultural, ethnic and religious intolerance needs to be combated throughout the whole 

country. Barriers needs to be systematically removed to fulfil the realisation of universal 

cultural rights. 

6.3 European and international level: European Union, Member States and 

European initiatives 

To give every citizen in the European Union the equal right to freely participate in cultural 

activities, more emphasis needs to be given in fostering human and social rights, including the 

fundamental freedoms in every aspect of people’s lives. The European Union should set 

stronger focus and foster the implementation of social and human rights in governments and 

initiatives in the Member States. 



 

 

29 

7 Collaboration and participation 

7.1 Local level: Municipality, council and local initiatives 

The participation of local populations can enhance accessibility to cultural activities and 

cultural participation. Local bottom-up initiatives go through all social levels. It is important to 

support those initiatives and give them the opportunity for creative expression and freedom. 

The engagement of the local population in an active and participative way with cultural 

activities in the area enhances their sense of place and identity and creates cohesion but 

requires projects that people recognise and identify with. Attention should be paid to not 

exaggerate and overload local communities with requests for participation and think carefully 

about its relevance and sustainability. Partnerships between organisations and people with 

forms of limitations is key to responding to accessibility issues. Local government should focus 

on the cultural needs of citizens by avoiding serving the interests of professional elites in the 

cultural sector. Not culture for everyone, but culture with everyone.  

7.2 National level: Government and national initiatives 

To implement cultural policies, it requires cross-sectoral cooperation and permanent dialogue 

between different departments. The issue of access to culture touches on all departments, 

like urbanism, mobility, social rights, education, housing, sport, tourism and culture. A holistic 

perspective and intersectoral bridges are needed at both national and municipal level. In 

democracy, an equitable and open access to cultural infrastructure is crucial. 

7.3 European and international level: European Union, Member States and 

European initiatives 

While in some countries the issue of how to increase access to and participation in culture has 

been under discussion for a long time, in others it is relatively new (European agenda for 

culture 2012, pp. 107–108). A permanent sharing and exchanging of experience between 

European Member States is fruitful and highly beneficial.  
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Physical barriers 

Isolated location 

Spatial barriers 

Lack of mobility and 
Transport 

Poor accessibility in 
facilities 

 

Social barriers  

Cultural and educational 
barriers 

Financial barriers 

Lack of human resources 

Social exclusion 

Digital barriers 

 

Intellectual barriers 

Lack of interest 

Communication and 
language barriers 

Sensory disabilities 

Difficultness in 
involvement of local 
community 

Objectives 

Investment in public 
transport including smart 
and universal trip chains 
and investment in slow-
mobility is necessary to 
enhance physical 
accessibility 

Promote conditions of 
universal access in 
transport, mobility and 
facilities 

Examination of 
accessibility in facilities 
and support with funding 
in private cultural sector 
to enhance accessibility of 
facilities 

Cross-sectoral 
cooperation between 
departments is needed  

Public participation in 
decision-making of 
transport planning to gain 
a sound understanding of 
mobility and accessibility 
issues in the city 

 

Objectives 

Enhance cultural literacy: 
Education should be core 
activity in cultural policies  

Art and cultural activities 
need to be included in all 
school types 

Addressing young people 
is key in sustainable 
cultural policies and 
cultural patterns of young 
people need to be well 
understood 

Remove symbolic barriers 
and support the mixing of 
diverse people in cultural 
events to break 
boundaries and support 
social rights 

Measures targeting 
financial barriers should 
be implemented in line 
with a policy of access to 
culture for all including 
further needs of specific 
groups of people 

 

Objectives 

Enhance cross-sectoral 
collaboration between 
departments, cultural 
agents, institutions and 
participation of local 
population; support local 
bottom-up initiatives 

Promote better 
communication and 
articulation between 
stakeholders and remove 
barriers by using 
accessible language  

Build bridges to increase 
proximity to local 
communities 

Address specific groups 
and include new patterns 
of cultural consumption 
like youth and subcultures 
in cultural policies 
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Information about interviews: 

EGEAC (Empresa de Gestão de Equipamentos e Animação Cultural) is the municipalities 

company that is responsible for managing some of Lisbon’s key cultural spaces and street 

festivals 

Accesso Cultura is an association that promotes physical, social and intellectual access and 

cultural participation nationwide in Portugal through debates, courses, publication and 

political work 

Diana Niepce is a dancer, choreographer, writer and activist fighting for better accessibility for 

people with limited mobility in the cultural sector for audiences and artists. 


