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Creatively transforming periphery? Artists’ initiatives, social innovation,
and responsibility for place
Karin Coenen

Mohn Centre for Innovation and Regional Development, Western Norway University of Applied Sciences, Bergen, Norway

ABSTRACT
Creativity and geography have received little attention in the literature on responsible innovation.
To address these shortcomings, the article places responsible innovation explicitly in a territorial
and non-technocentric context by exploring how artist-led social innovation takes ‘responsibility
for place’. The article is guided by the following research question: How can artist initiatives
shape sustainable regional development in peripheral areas? To address this research question,
the author draws on a conceptualization of artist-led social innovation processes geared to
‘deperipheralization’ that is applied to study two initiatives – Ifö Center in Bromölla, Sweden,
and Rjukan Solarpunk Academy, in Rjukan, Norway – situated in peripheral old industrial towns.
The study reveals a variety of ways by which artists can be agents of change that transform
places but at the same time take responsibility for inclusion and participation. The author
concludes that through social innovation, artists’ initiatives can empower local citizens and
other actors to experiment collectively with unconventional ideas related to social and
environmental sustainability and take responsibility for place. The social innovations studied
have enacted responsibility for development objectives that are intrinsically significant due to
an ethos of care in both a temporal sense (care for future) and a spatial sense (care for place).
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Introduction

Responsible innovation epitomizes the wide societal
focus and relevance of innovation (Schot & Steinmueller
2018; Uyarra et al. 2019). Increasingly, the rationale and
purpose of innovation are tied to broader development
objectives such as the UN’s Sustainable Development
Goals (Mazzucato et al. 2020), while at the same time
opening up for more heterodox forms of innovation
beyond firm-led innovation (e.g. social innovation and
innovation in the public sector). A key contribution of
the responsible innovation literature relates to the devel-
opment (and use) of four guiding principles in inno-
vation processes meant to safeguard collective
stewardship and commitment of care for the future,
namely anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion, and respon-
siveness (Stilgoe et al. 2013). At the same time, respon-
sible innovation is criticized for being procedural,
technocentric, and universalistic (Jakobsen et al. 2019).

While focusing primarily on guidelines and rules, far
less attention is paid to the actual capabilities required
to innovate responsibly (Coenen & Morgan 2020).
Related to this, the role of creativity in responsible inno-
vation has received surprisingly little attention.

To address these shortcomings, this article seeks to put
responsible innovation explicitly in a territorial and non-
technocentric context by exploring how artist-led social
innovation takes ‘responsibility for place’. The article
investigates bottom-up, contemporary arts and culture
initiatives that introduce artistic methods of engagement
to envision and enact sustainable regional futures in per-
ipheral areas. In much of the literature on regional devel-
opment, creativity, and arts is associated with the larger
cities and urban areas. In this discourse, there is a predo-
minant focus on culture and arts as sources of inno-
vation, as being instrumental to economic growth, and
as being driven by creative industries and attraction of
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talent and human capital (Scott 2010). This perspective
became further popularized through the highly influen-
tial ‘creative class’ concept (Florida 2002). In exploring
alternative approaches to such an urban and instrumen-
talist bias, this article explicitly considers social inno-
vation, responsibility for place, and creativity in the
context of peripheral areas. In doing so, the article
furthers our understanding of how artists’ initiatives
can contribute to transformation processes in peripheral
places by taking responsibility for inclusion, engagement,
and participation. The article is guided by the following
research question: How can artist initiatives shape sus-
tainable regional development in peripheral areas?

To address the research question, the article draws on
a conceptualization of artist-led social innovation pro-
cesses geared to deperipheralization that is applied to
study two initiatives – Ifö Center in Bromölla, Sweden,
and Rjukan Solarpunk Academy, in Rjukan, Norway –
both of which are situated in peripheral old industrial
towns. In aligning with a key premise of responsible
innovation (Stilgoe et al. 2013), both initiatives explicitly
aim to take care of the future through collective stew-
ardship of innovation in the present.

This article proceeds as follows. The next section
situates the article in a broader theoretical perspective
about innovation in the periphery, discusses the main
concepts of responsible and social innovation, and elab-
orates on the role of arts and creativity. The Methods
section introduces the methodological approach. The
first case analysis, is presented in the section ‘Ifö Cen-
ter’, and the second case analysis is presented in the sec-
tion ‘Rjukan Solarpunk Academy’. The article ends with
the section ‘Conclusions’.

Theoretical perspective

Periphery and innovation

Until recently, most of the literature on the geography
of innovation has regarded peripheral areas as inno-
vation backwaters, primarily defined by the deficits
and weaknesses in their regional innovation systems,
such as lack of innovative firms, R&D activity, inno-
vation skills, networks, and institutional thickness
(Eder 2019). These have been portrayed as ‘the places
that don’t matter’ in contemporary knowledge-based
economies (Rodríguez-Pose 2018), which stand in
stark contrast to innovation dense ‘creative cities’
(Florida 2002; Scott 2006).

‘Periphery’ has been a well-established theoretical
concept in human geography. It was introduced at the
beginning of the 20th century and became synonymous
with the outskirts or ‘fringe’ of a city, region, or nation,

based on the distance from a centre and standing in
contrast to the core (Kühn 2015; Stenbacka & Heldt
Cassel 2020). This core-periphery duality has taken a
stronghold in our understanding of geographies of
innovation, shaping a discourse in which core localities
are considered superior in terms of technological, econ-
omic, and social innovation (Moulaert & Sekia 2003;
Shearmur et al. 2016; Pugh & Dubois 2021). Implicitly,
the periphery lags behind, as knowledge and generative
interactions, innovation, and creativity are all tied to
‘the urban’ (Shearmur 2017). What is left for the periph-
ery is a ‘no-innovation’ narrative.

Glückler et al. (2022) criticize the conflation between
periphery and non-innovative because such assump-
tions build on a narrow economic and instrumental per-
spective on innovation. Various scholars (Kühn 2015;
Pugh & Dubois 2021) have called for a more holistic
approach towards periphery across economic, environ-
mental, and sociocultural and political themes, as well as
one that acknowledges its potential – a space for oppor-
tunity and not just a liability (Rodríguez-Pose & Fitjar
2013; Glückler 2014; Hautala 2015; Grabher 2018).
Empirical analyses have, for example, pointed to the
innovativeness of small-scale business within cultural
industries and climate change solutions in a peripheral
context, and how remoteness is valued as something
positive in, for example, tourism (Stenbacka & Heldt
Cassel 2020), which can even shape regional and
national identities (Sörlin 1999). Also in policy, there
are examples where rural development explicitly targets
progressive objectives for regional innovation policies,
such local participation, social innovation, and com-
munality, as in the case of Finnish vitality policy (Mak-
konen & Kahila 2021). Importantly, studies have found
that peripheries can be sources of originality (Glückler
et al. 2022) and creativity (Hautala 2015; Fitjar &
Jøsendal 2016; Grabher 2018), constituting sites for
novelty creation that challenges centre-based main-
stream perspectives and practices (Hautala & Jauhiainen
2018; Pugh & Dubois 2021).

In addition, there is growing empirical evidence
that much innovation in peripheral areas is over-
looked because firms in the periphery innovate differ-
ently, drawing on other networks, resources, and
strategies than firms in urban centres (Fitjar & Rodrí-
guez-Pose 2011; Fritsch & Wyrwich 2021). Morgan &
Henderson (in press) go even further and argue for a
wider conceptualization of relevant forms and pro-
cesses of innovation in peripheral areas, not just lim-
ited to innovation in the firm. They highlight the
potential for a wider cast of actors and processes to
engage in social and other forms of innovation. In
recent years, a suite of novel conceptualizations of
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innovation has emerged, notably responsible and
social innovation, which engages with different
dimensions of sustainability in and of innovation
(Coenen & Morgan 2020).

In this article, I adopt a ‘periphery-as-process’ per-
spective (Stenbacka & Heldt Cassel 2020) and consider
how artist-led social innovation contributes to deperi-
pheralization. In doing so, I seek avoid a reification of
the periphery by not only making a distinction between
peripheral territories and peripheral actors (Glückler
et al. 2022), but also adopting a constructivist ontology
and dynamic understanding of periphery. In this regard,
‘(de)peripheralization’ (Kühn 2015, p. 368) describes a
multidimensional process that leads to our ideas of
what peripheries are (or are not) ‘through social
relations and their spatial implications’ (Kühn 2015,
p. 368). The dynamic processes through which periph-
eries actually emerge or transform become the focus.
This lends greater agency to the strategies, innovations,
and practices of actors that constitute peripheralization.
Peripheralization retains fluidity and avoids determinis-
tic accounts of peripheral areas emphasizing how they
may transform over time and, for the purpose of this
article, the role therein of social innovation.

Responsible and social innovation

Responsible innovation is understood as ‘taking care of
the future through collective stewardship of science and
innovation in the present’ (Stilgoe et al. 2013, 1570) and
is defined as ‘a transparent, interactive process by which
societal actors and innovators become mutually respon-
sive to each other with a view to the (ethical) acceptabil-
ity, sustainability and societal desirability of the
innovation process and its marketable products’ (von
Schomberg 2012, 54). It comprises progressive
approaches to innovation that highlight collective
action, transparency, and emphasis on process and
responsiveness between societal actors with a stronger
aim to reach social sustainability. In doing so, respon-
sible innovation recognizes that much innovation has
been directed towards inappropriate or contested ends
(e.g. warfare) and seeks to stretch the purpose of inno-
vation beyond merely economic, technological, and
scientific values. However, most responsible innovation
research is limited to technological innovation (Jakob-
sen et al. 2019; Owen & Pansera 2019). While having
gained strong popularity in European science, technol-
ogy, and innovation policy since early 2010s, the policy
approach to responsible innovation appears as a
one-size-fits-all framework based on principles of
anticipation, reflexivity, inclusion, and responsiveness
(Coenen & Morgan 2020).

Similar to responsible innovation, social innovation
has become an increasingly used and popular term in
the spheres of policy, practice, and academia. Both
responsible innovation and social innovation emphasize
ethical and moral dimensions of innovation, acknowled-
ging the responsiveness to societal challenges, and
emphasizing process (Bolz & de Bruin 2019). However,
whereas responsible innovation has its roots in science
and technology studies (STS) and applied ethics (Koops
2015), social innovation has its roots in sociology, with
a stronger focus on innovations as new forms of social
relations (Westley 2008; Ayob et al. 2016). The rapid
development of social innovation as a broad andmultifa-
ceted field of research and practice has been criticized for
rather elusive definitions and being analytically fuzzy
(Benneworth et al. 2015; Marques et al. 2018). However,
Moulaert et al. (2014) argue that such flexibility allows for
versatility that loosens boundaries between research and
action, and that emphasizes normative and moral aware-
ness. Social innovation actions, strategies, practices, and
processes arise whenever satisfactory solutions cannot
be found in the institutionalized field of public or private
action for either problems of poverty, exclusion, segre-
gation, and deprivation, or opportunities for improving
living conditions (Moulaert et al. 2014). Avelino et al.
(2019, 196) define transformative social innovation as ‘a
process of change in social relations involving new
ways of doing, thinking and organising that challenge
alter and/or replace dominant institutions and struc-
tures’. Following Moulaert (2009), I understand social
innovation in this article as inherently territorial. It hap-
pens in a spatial context by the transformation of spatial
relations, which are ‘context and spatially specific,
spatially negotiated and spatially embedded’ (van Dyck
& van den Broeck 2014, 133).

Taken together, the above-discussed novel conceptu-
alizations of innovation emphasize alternative futures
(responsible innovation) and alternative spatial imagin-
aries (social innovation). The emphasis on relations,
collaboration, and participation in both responsible
innovation and social innovation resonates explicitly
with key challenges relating to innovation in periph-
eries, and it emphasizes the need to adopt a relational
perspective on transformation of place in processes of
deperipheralization/peripheralization. This warrants
further extending the diversity of actors relevant for
innovation processes (Solheim 2017) and invites us to
take a closer look at the role of artists and creativity in
the transformation of place. Following the pedagogical
ideas of Paolo Freire (1970), Bentz & O’Brien (2019)
suggest that art, art-based methods, and aesthetics
serve as a powerful means to expand future imaginaries
and develop new scenarios of transformative change.
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Arts and creativity

Arts practices and processes can open new ways of see-
ing, thinking, and doing by inspiring people or commu-
nities, but that should not be mistaken for arts as a single
solution to a larger problem or issue. The potential lies in
the arts’ capacity to open up for reflection and bridge
communication (Dewey 1934) of deep values and feel-
ings, due to their inherentlymetaphoric qualities (Smiers
2005). It is part of the intangible processes and the mak-
ing of beliefs and values that in turn can be discovered in
creative processes and visualized in artistic material out-
come. Imagination and creativity are integral parts of
these processes. The arts can thereby help us think in
novel ways about society through processes of recombi-
nation and social innovation (Mulgan 2021).

Creativity is defined as the ability to produce or use
original and unusual ideas, and it is a multidimensional
and complex phenomenon (Toivanen et al. 2013; Ander-
son et al. 2014). Creativity has been described as themost
important economic resource of the 21st century (Flor-
ida 2002), with an ability to develop something novel
and adapt to new situations, inseparable from unusual
solutions and originality (Lemons 2005). Arts are having
an increasingly relevant role in the promotion of creativ-
ity, but this is predominantly seen as an urban feature.
Cohendet et al. (2014) show that radical and transforma-
tive ideas, both in art and science, often come about in
profoundly relational ways through interactions, fric-
tions, or even clashes in localized, often urban, milieux.
The same applies to innovation and creativity (Törnqvist
2004; Asheim et al. 2007). In focusing on the creative
class, industries, or districts (Florida 2002), previous
research has primarily focused on an instrumental use
of artistic knowledge and practice through the notion
of symbolic knowledge, defined as knowledge that is
‘applied in the creation of meaning and desire, as well
as in the aesthetic attributes of products, producing
designs, images, and symbols, and in the economic use
of such forms of cultural artifacts’ (Asheim & Hansen
2009, 430). This conceptualization stresses context
specificity and heterogeneity of meaning across social
groups in innovation processes. However, from a terri-
torial perspective, the emphasis on creative class and
industries has been criticized for overlooking the risk
of gentrification, and deepening socio-spatial exclusion
and inequality (Ley 2003; Mathews 2010).

It is therefore relevant to move beyond a mainstream,
economic use of artistic knowledge in innovation pro-
cesses and to consider howartists engagewith social inno-
vation andventure beyond the boundaries of arts, culture,
creative industries, and urban milieux. This, in turn,
raises questions about what kinds of creativity matter.

In this regard, Shearmur (2012, 15), in adopting a rela-
tional perspective on innovation and creativity, argues
that it does not make sense to attribute innovation to
any particular physical location:

each type of milieu, whether geographic or social, may
have a role to play in generating, developing, and pro-
moting innovation. This means that rural and urban
places, small towns and large cities, the wealthy and
the poor, those labelled ‘creative’ and those assumed
not to be, may all participate, in their own way, in the
innovative process.

Importantly, in this article, I adopt a relational perspec-
tive on the ways in which creativity in the arts world
translates to innovation/social innovation in terms of
networks and territories (Bathelt & Glückler 2005;
Fløysand & Jakobsen 2011).

Hautala & Jauhiainen (2018) show how artists in gen-
eral are drawn to locations with art clusters and urban
centres where the milieu and its organizations support
ongoing creativity (Drake 2003). However, they also
found that artists distanced themselves from those
centres to challenge and redefine ‘the mainstream’ and
where processes of ‘marginalization’ and ‘peripheraliza-
tion’ formed creative projects on the fringes of domains
where issues and problems could open up opportunities
for creative responses (Hautala & Ibert 2018). Similarly,
this article breaks with the urban bias in spatial
approaches to creativity by focusing on artist-initiated
and artist-led processes of social innovation and engage-
ment processes in a peripheral context. Accordingly, I
consider creativity in a relational context between
people situated with different experiences and in net-
works across space. Diversity is seen as an asset for crea-
tivity, as well as for social innovation (André et al. 2014;
Trembley & Pilati 2014). This suggests that artists,
together with intellectuals and members of civil society,
can create communities of practice to promote deep cul-
tural changes (Leichenko & O’Brien 2019). Thus, arts
and cultural networks and mobile artistic practices can
potentially bridge across locations and between people,
opening up for interconnectedness and positioning
places, including peripheral areas, as continuously
emerging and ‘in production’ (Massey 2005).

Introduction to the case studies

The two case studies focus on bottom-up artist-led
initiatives that aim to take responsibility for regional
development and transformation of place through social
innovation. Both Bromölla and Rjukan are old indus-
trial towns that have witnessed processes of peripherali-
zation in recent decades. The towns emerged from
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industry development connected to natural resources in
their respective local area in the early 20th century and
later developed into regional company towns. Cur-
rently, both towns are challenged due to an aging popu-
lation, depopulation, and economic decline, while the
municipalities in which they are located, respectively
Bromölla Municipality and Tinn Municipality, are
working towards reinvention through the hospitality
industry, with nature-based and/or cultural tourism.
The artists’ initiatives have introduced creative practices
and artistic methods to envision and enact sustainable
regional futures. First, the case studies are described
and analysed with regard to the kinds of social inno-
vations that have been enacted by the artists initiatives.
Second, the case studies are described and analysed with
regard to how these social innovations have afforded
processes of deperipheralization and transformation of
place.

Methods

The analysis is based on two qualitative case studies in
which explorative research methods and hybrid strat-
egies based on multiple sources were used. According
to Yin (2018), case studies provide a suitable research
design for addressing ‘how’ research questions, for
instances when the researcher has little control over
events, and when the focus is on a contemporary
phenomenon within real-life contexts. The case study
affords in-depth, contextual inquiry (Yin 2018), and
sometimes longitudinal inquiry of one or a range of
similar events (Flyvbjerg 2006). My research comprised
15 semi-structured interviews held between June and
November 2021, of which 9 were combined with the
method of walking-based interviews (Pink et al. 2010),
all with stakeholders related to the two chosen cases.
The walking interviews served to complement the
research material, as they more closely related to the
spatial context and creative processes in place, and
hence opened up for an in-depth contextual study.
Additionally, photo-documentation of the surrounding
environment was done as part of the walking-based
interviews. The visual documentation of the ‘walk and
talk’ context can be read as texts (Pink et al. 2010) and
brings out a tangibility based on the relational aspects
with space and material. At the time when the inter-
views were held, several of the interviewees were focus-
ing on artistic creative practices that were closely linked
to material and place. By being physically present, rel-
evant reflections on creativity and place can potentially
emerge in ways that can be more challenging outside

such contexts. Key informants were selected in order
to provide ‘information-rich cases’ (Kreuger & Casey
2009), and they included artists, volunteers, project
employees, and local and regional civil servants working
on cultural development. All interviews were audio-
recorded, transcribed, and ‘initial coded’ (Charmaz
et al. 2018) manually, then categorized and analysed
according to main questions. The interviews were
mainly conducted in Norwegian and Swedish, but
some of the interviewees chose English as their pre-
ferred language for the interviews.1 Additionally, par-
ticipant observations of project participants, visitors
(citizens), and artists were undertaken, and short were
held interviews with citizens, all on-site. Summative
notes were taken in conjunction with the fieldwork.
The data production complied with Norwegian Centre
for Research Data’s ethics of informed consent and
safe storage of data. Local and regional cultural strategy
documents and other background material relevant to
the two cases were selected, read, and analysed during
the research process.

Ifö Center

The first case study, Ifö Center, is situated in the town
of Bromölla, which is in the northeast of Skåne County,
Sweden. In 2021, Bromölla has c.8000 inhabitants
(Bromölla kommun 2022). Historically, the town is
known for its strong manufacturing industry, with
sanitary porcelain products such as toilets and sinks.
Bromölla is built around a centrally located industrial
park (Iföverken), which affords it a strong identity as
a single-industry town. Designers and artists were con-
nected to the development of sanitary hardware pro-
ducts during the 1930s to 1970s. This led to the
collaboration between Iföverken and Bromölla Munici-
pality, and the production of several public ceramic art
works during that period, which has contributed to the
town’s visual identity, together with the centrally
located industry park. The manufacturing industry is
still present, but today Bromölla is mainly considered
a commuter town. Bromölla is challenged by an
aging population and several years of budget deficit,
with cuts in culture and leisure activities, among
other cuts.

Ifö Center is an arts and cultural centre located in a for-
mer insulator factory in the gated industrial park. It was
initiated by and is led by two artists – Teresa Holmberg
and JonathanHaner – in collaborationwith itsmembers,
volunteers, visiting artists, and individuals taking part in
different work integration programmes and internships.

1All translations from Norwegian and Swedish into English were done by the author of this article (Karin Coenen).
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Ifö Center is a not-for-profit association organized as an
umbrella for a second not-for-profit organization, as well
as for a shareholder company with a special dividend
limitation. The property is owned by IföCenter, itsmem-
bers, and shareholders: it contains 43,000m2 of premises
hosting different functions (Ifö Center n.d.,a). For artists
and artisans specifically, there are art studios and collec-
tive art production studios providing for the use of awide
range of mediums and techniques. In addition, there are
spaces for large-scale productions. Froma public engage-
ment point of view, there are both indoor exhibition
spaces accessible from outside the gated park, and a con-
tinuously growing outdoor gallery with murals painted
on the factory buildings. Ifö Center offers artist-in-resi-
dence programmes, different arts and craft courses for
the general public and artists, a language café for the
local community, guided tours, and engagement pro-
grammes for schools. Additionally, Ifö Center has sto-
rage space available for rent, hosts other cultural not-
for-profit associations, and has a guest house for visiting
artists. Key points in Ifö Center’s development are shown
in Fig. 1.

Ifö Center as social innovation: changing social
relations

The purpose of Ifö Center is to provide artists with
a variety of collective art production studios, engage
with local communities, as well as external partners
and tourists, and care for Bromölla’s industrial
heritage and identity by cross-fertilizing it with
arts initiatives and creative engagement projects.

Social sustainability is at heart of the initiative. As a
regional arts and cultural centre, Ifö Center has adopted
a wider societal scope and responsibility through social
innovation: it explicitly seeks to promote the local
industrial and cultural heritage while adding artistic col-
laborative processes and activating place through collec-
tive action and the inclusion of different stakeholders in
the process, such as artists, residents, visitors, factory
workers, and policymakers.

Ifö Center was started when two artists took the
initiative to set up an art practice in the active industry
setting of Bromölla’s industrial park. Initial encounters
between artists and some of the factory workers were
not entirely without frictions and at times were unwel-
coming, whereas others offered a helping hand. In that
process the artists learned about the factory workers’
precarious work situations. The collaboration eventually
resulted in a public artwork. Gradually, the artists
expanded the premises from a small office space to
take over 4500 m2 of unused factory space (Ifö Center
n.d.,b). Ultimately, Ifö Center bought the entire factory
of 43,000 m2 (Ifö Center n.d.,a), guided by a vision to
create an inclusive cultural centre in an active industry
setting, with values of collective creativity, ownership,
and responsibility. New relations between artists, citi-
zens, industry stakeholders, and the public sector were
forged and negotiated in that process:

This was the first place I came to when I arrived in Swe-
den. First place to live, to work, at Ifö Center […] we
practice Swedish with each other […] and you can
meet so many people in one day. (Crew member of
daily operations)

Fig. 1. Ifö Center’s timeline
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A significant moment in the creation process was
when Ifö Center mobilized a range of stakeholders to
buy the complete factory. In 2018 it was announced
that Ifö Ceramics in Bromölla was to be closed down,
and Ifö Center was given the option to either leave the
building or buy the entire factory building; it chose the
latter. While realizing that it needed a new approach
to achieve the rather utopian goal, it was important for
Ifö Center to keep the idea of collective values. It decided
to set up a crowdfunding campaign and establish a
shareholder company with a special dividend limitation
in recognition of the collective engagement and shared
ownership of Ifö Center. The company’s mission is to
work as a catalyst and incubator for innovation, entre-
preneurship, social inclusion, arts and culture, and tour-
ism, and to promote sustainable development. Its
collective engagement and shared ownership have been
empowering for many members and stakeholders: ‘The
most amazing thing is when we could buy this factory.
[…] Yes, I think it is a bit different, it’s both big and
different, and buying a factory is not something you
do every day’ (Volunteer and member).

The artists who initiated Ifö Center transcended from
being short-term actors carrying out a temporary art
project in an industry setting to becoming long-term
agents of change by taking over a large part of a factory
and then gradually extending the range of activities and
responsibilities. Upscaling the initiative, including
different stakeholders in the process, embedding it
within a regional context, and connecting with inter-
national networks of cultural centres initiated by citi-
zens and artists, such as Trans Europe Halles, have
given Ifö Center a reputation and legitimacy beyond
Bromölla. The local government was dedicated to sup-
port Ifö Center in its early phase of establishment, as
it recognized its potential for bringing in tourism,
strengthening the town as an attractive place to live,
and promoting Bromölla in a regional context. How-
ever, as Ifö Center grew bigger and stronger, support
from local government decreased as a result of changes
in political leadership and budget cuts in culture. As a
response, regional funding increased and long-term
support was established, which acknowledged the
value of Ifö Center for inclusive cultural production in
a part of the region that until then had been a geographi-
cal blind spot for such activities. The breadth and variety
of collective workshops gathered in one site is con-
sidered unique in Skåne County and has created oppor-
tunities for a diverse set of artists and artisans to interact
and meet:

Primarily we feel that we want to build a place for crea-
tive people, and at the same time we are aware that if

you gather many creative people in one place, it will
also be interesting for other people, and I think it’s
totally OK, but it is important to keep some kind of bal-
ance, so that it does not come at the expense of the
artists, so it does not become ‘animals at the zoo’, but
to keep a good balance. (Artist and initiator)

The creative combinations of engagement activities and
resources has given the centre more than two legs to
stand on, but there are also ongoing challenges with
maintaining and upgrading the building in which it is
housed, which has been in a poor condition since the
takeover. The line of work is led by the artists and exe-
cuted collectively following a do-it-yourself approach,
recycling materials, and building up knowledge and
experience along the way. In parts of the industry
park, building material is collected and stored, either
to be reused or to be sold, and storage space is rented
out. In addition to opening up the centre to visitors
and external stakeholders, various guided tours are
offered to generate income. This has created a place-
based platform for exchange between artists and visi-
tors: the artists benefit from the exposure, while visitors
gain insights into different artistic processes and find
out about the past and present of Bromölla’s industrial,
cultural, and artistic identity, in an environment that
previously only allowed factory employees to be present.

Transformation of place

Historically, Bromölla has been built around the indus-
trial park and traces of this can be seen in the structure
of the city, though its buildings, ceramic art, and names
of objects and organizations. The closure of Ifö Ceramic
factory had a direct impact on the local community, creat-
ing an insecure situation for many families. The economic
decline was visible due to a lack of building maintenance
of the factory and industrial park. However, a new narra-
tive emerged when Ifö Center and ‘culture’ were able to
take over the factory together with citizens. Ifö Center
currently contributes to transformative change in Bro-
mölla in three important ways: (1) creative impulses
through artist mobility, (2) changing Bromölla’s visual
identity, and (3) engaging and empowering the local com-
munity through voluntary work and work programmes.

Creative impulses through artist mobility
Ifö Center activates care for place by engaging artists
and other stakeholders, in conjunction with artistic pro-
cesses and material. While the initiative is run by two
artists in collaboration with different local
stakeholders, there is a flow of visiting artists through
artist-in-residence programmes. This gives mobile
artists an opportunity to stay in Bromölla temporarily,
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to work on new productions, and to engage with mem-
bers of the local community and with other artists work-
ing at Ifö Center simultaneously. Also, as a member of
the Swedish Artist Residency Network (SWAN), Ifö
Center takes part in ‘emergency residencies’ through
the international organization Artists at Risk, by invit-
ing artists in need of refuge. In addition to citizens’
interactions with artworks accessible to the passer-by
in an everyday setting, there is also opportunity to par-
ticipate directly in artistic processes. Thus, Ifö Center
stimulates curiosity, new ways of thinking, and pro-
motes imagination and debate among the local
community.

Change of visual identity
Places are in production. This creates an opportunity for
artists to carry out their practices. Artists draw on differ-
ent narratives in society, which are interpreted in crea-
tive practice and translated into artistic processes and
material form. The murals in the outdoor gallery at
Ifö Center are a poignant example of the transformation
of place through artistic practice (Fig. 2): ‘What is most
noticeable to the outside world is the outdoor gallery
and the fact that you get into a completely different
world, as well as this international perspective. Yes,
that you connect Bromölla with a different context as
well’ (Municipal officer). The gallery symbolizes the
intertwined narrative between the local industrial heri-
tage and ‘new voices’ representing visiting artists’
interpretation of and artistic interaction with Bromölla.
Today, most Bromölla citizens know about the artists’
initiative one way or another, and often refer to the mur-
als in the outdoor gallery – it defines place and makes
it authentic and special. In turn, artists spread their
place-based work through visual documentation and
stories that are communicated and disseminated in
the media, and more specifically within the arts world.

In addition, the outdoor gallery is strategically part of
the local tourist promotion and has become a popular
tourist attraction.

Engaging and empowering local community
through voluntary and work programmes
Albeit on a small scale, Ifö Center has created opportu-
nities for different members from the local community
to interact. New relations are not only forged both
between people working with the daily operations at
Ifö Center, employees working at the industrial park,
and visiting artists, but also between Ifö Center front
of house staff and visitors to the exhibitions. Social
responsibility is central to the structure of the organiz-
ation. The past history of each person working at Ifö
Center is only brought forward if the person chooses
to talk about it. Rather, the focus lies on the present of
what can and will be created together, with the idea
that each and every person can contribute something.
Ownership of creativity is promoted by creating oppor-
tunities for holding classes and creative workshops,
which are held not only by professional artists, but
also by the persons working with Ifö Center’s daily
operations.

Rjukan Solarpunk Academy

Rjukan Solarpunk Academy (RSA) is in Rjukan, a
mountain town in Tinn Municipality in the county of
Vestfold og Telemark in Norway, to the southeast of
the country’s largest national park, Hardangervidda.
Already in the 19th century Rjukan’s waterfalls were
depicted by painters and the images were spread beyond
Rjukan, thus contributing to Norway’s identity. Rjukan
emerged as a one-company town in the early 20th cen-
tury, when it expanded from a small rural village into a
modern industrial town in a short period of time. In
1911, the then largest hydropower plant in the world
was established in Rjukan and this is also part of the
early history of Norsk Hydro, one of Norway’s largest
energy companies. Over the course of 120 years, Rjukan
transformed from a small farming community to a
modern industrial town. In 2021, Rjukan has a popu-
lation of c.3500 inhabitants (Tinn kommune 2021).
The town is challenged by depopulation and an increas-
ingly aging population, but there are also opportunities,
such as in the tourism industry. Since 2015, Rjukan has
been classified as world heritage by UNESCO for its
industrial heritage.

The RSA was initiated and led by two artists, Mar-
grethe Kolstad Brekke and Martin Andersen. It com-
prises a school of art, an artists-in-residence
programme, space for exhibitions and studios, the

Fig. 2. The Ifö Center outdoor gallery, with a mural by Carolina
Falkholt (2015) (Photograph: Karin Coenen, 2021)
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site-specific public artwork Solspeil, which is a sun mir-
ror by Martin Andersen, and a café that experiments
with different concepts relating to sustainability. The
RSA is a non-profit association combined with the
café. The initiative is still in its early experimentation
phase with regards to its organizational structure.
Underpinning the current collaborative initiative, the
artists’ creative practices take sustainability thinking as
a leitmotif. Key points in Rjukan Solarpunk Academy’s
development are shown in Fig. 3.

Rjukan Solarpunk Academy as social innovation:
changing social relations

The core purpose of the RSA is to address climate
change and open up for questions concerning sustain-
ability through contemporary art, artistic processes,
and cross-disciplinary collaborations while acting in a
local social arena. The initiative has taken inspiration
from the Solarpunk movement2 by specifically empha-
sizing imagined positive futures. The creative practices
of the RSA seek to redeem the ability of individuals
and society to imagine alternative futures and to create
new paths to social imagination that consider the
‘wicked problems’ facing our societies. Rather than
focusing on dark dystopian narratives, the RSA is dedi-
cated to addressing the transition towards a ‘green’

future through positive future imaginaries. The acad-
emy is envisioned to be established in a zero-footprint
sustainable way:

The art has contributed a lot to explain the seriousness
of this situation [the environmental and climate crisis],
but now it is about relating to the wicked problems and
actually making changes. […] In this place we can
experiment in a way that is not possible where the
square metre prices are higher. (Artist (a) and initiator)

The artists expanded the Solarpunk concept by creating
an academy as a collective platform for learning through
creative processes and art production by focusing on
how to imagine and create a green and socially sustain-
able future. The social dimension is fundamental to the
initiative: including and engaging with a diverse set of
stakeholders, enhancing social learning, and enabling
imagination and creativity. The engagement projects
involve local communities and tourists, as well as con-
necting with networks and other institutions outside
Rjukan. The RSA opened the café as a way to make
the academy more accessible to the local community
and visitors. Being in a remote location, Rjukan does
not have many arts-related leisure activities or cafés.
Local government has made several cuts in the culture
budget, and art has not been prioritized in recent
years. The RSA receives national and regional level

Fig. 3. The Rjukan Solarpunk Academy’s timeline

2Solarpunk is a movement in speculative fiction, art, fashion, and activism that seeks to answer and embody the question of what a sustainable civiliztion looks
like and can it be attained.
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funding, but it does not receive any funding from local
government:

How can we manage to attract people, and stimulate
development if we cut down on culture and cultural
events? To get people here, work and jobs are not
enough. To make this place attractive, they need a
place to live and things to do during their leisure
time. […] to live in a place where it’s all dead after
work hours is not attractive. Then you won’t get people
to move to Rjukan. (Director of Culture, Tinn
Municipality)

The café is seen by the artists as an accessible platform
for the local community to get involved in and meet,
and at the same time as a test arena for many other
creative projects within the RSA. It has become a pop-
ular meeting place both for tourists and many locals.
Workshops, exhibitions, and events are held regularly
(Fig. 4).

Collaborations with academic researchers, other
grassroots organizations, and artists are of major impor-
tance when addressing climate change issues. The RSA’s
artists-in-residence programme has, for example,
opened up for new ways of thinking and doing with
regard to food and sustainability locally, by inviting
the initiator of People’s Kitchen Tromsø (Tromsø
Folkekjøkken), artist Liv Bangsund. The artist works
with surplus food in different ways. During her stay,
Liv Bangsund experimented with food, with the ambi-
tion to create new textile artworks. In addition, she artist
engaged in workshops on surplus food, together with a
group of upper secondary school students and an open
event for the public. During the workshops, the partici-
pants collectively made shared meals with surplus food.
Liv Bangsund departs from the idea that everyone is an
artist, inspired by the artist Joseph Beuys (d. 1986), and
a hands-on collective experience in which a dugnad
(voluntary work) has high value:

I think it is unnecessary to dig in refuse bins or big con-
tainers when I can ask politely whether I can have it
[surplus food from the shops]. At the grocery shops
they are very preoccupied by all that’s thrown away
and they don’t like it. […] It is very hands-on with
the People’s Kitchen. When you touch the food that
was supposed to be thrown away, something happens
in the participant’s brain. The food becomes visual,
the food that was supposed to be thrown away. Instead,
we make dinner and enjoy ourselves. […] Maybe they
[participants] get a thought today and maybe they will
continue to think more about food a long time ahead.
(Artist-in-residence)

As the RSA is dedicated to taking responsibility and car-
ing for the future, it tries to create an alternative narra-
tive to the existing but unsustainable hegemony and its
discourses, yet it embraces modern means such as
science and technology, as exemplified by the artwork
Solspeil. In doing so, it eschews technical fixes and
‘elite’ solutions, yet emphasizes ‘mundane’ creativity
and inclusion, as illustrated by the initiative People’s
Kitchen. Solarpunk is a counterreaction both to the
dark and dystopian future imageries, as well as to the
collective passivity towards climate issues.

Transformation of place

Rjukan Solarpunk Academy has transformative ambi-
tions, with the vision of turning Rjukan into a leading
example of climate transition. It has done and will do
so by facilitating collaborations to connect research,
creative processes, and different stakeholders. Notably,
the artwork Solspeil is a manifestation of transformation
of place, by (1) activating public space through partici-
pative processes and sustainable thinking, and (2) gen-
erating a new narrative about Rjukan.

Collaborations connecting research, creative
processes, and different stakeholders
By engaging with the unfolding climate crisis, the RSA
will challenge Rjukan to shift its temporal gaze from
the past to the future. The initiative is built on the com-
bined knowledge and experience of the two artists who
initiated the RSA. One of those artists brings in ideas of
ways of working through cross-disciplinary constella-
tions and collaborating with academia with regard to
climate change and transitions, and she translates rel-
evant research into creative processes and practice.
The other artist has adopted a direct place-based
engagement, focusing on Rjukan and the relations
within the place:

We try, in a way to, I think at least for the whole con-
cept, the entire house, and this place, we wish to con-
tribute more, to give more than we take. So, it will

Fig. 4. Rjukan Solarpunk Academy workshop with children
(Photograph: RSA 2021, reproduced with permission)
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become positive and creative. That is very important.
(Artist (b) and RSA initiator)

Ongoing collaboration with academic researchers has
been fundamental in the RSA’s development. The RSA
has established cross-sectoral collaborations with Nor-
wegian academic institutions with regard to green inno-
vation.3 In doing so, it is helping to expand the reach of
its academic activities in the public and cultural domain.
Additionally, it has set out to challenge reflexively aca-
demic discussions to engage with societal issues. The
local context and local citizens are interwoven into
each RSA project, while online visibility and exposure
are becoming equally important.

Activating public space through participatory
processes and sustainable thinking
The RSA artist Martin Andersen created the public art-
work Solspeil (literal translation: ‘Sun Mirror’) in collab-
oration with different stakeholders and the local
municipality (Fig. 5). The site-specific artwork is a com-
puter-driven heliostat positioned on a mountain top
(combining mirrors, solar panels, and wind energy),
which captures sun rays and directs them onto the
town square in Rjukan. The town is located in a deep
valley between mountains and direct sunlight is absent
for six months of the year. Some citizens have had to
leave the town in order to experience direct sunlight
during the winter months. The artist (Martin Andersen)
has activated place through participatory processes and
interaction with the artwork. The work, which concep-
tually is centred on relational aesthetics, focuses on
social context and collective values by including people,
challenging dominant powers, collecting stories, and
integrating a place-based and everyday life perspective.
The square has increasingly become a social place
when Solspeil is activated – from the passer-by who
stays for a few minutes of sunlight, to organized events
for people wanting to skate on ice. The owner of the art-
work, Tinn Municipality, has made it into a strategic
marketing tool and tourist attraction:

There was actually a lot of resistance against Solspeil
before it was built. It was considered a waste of
money. Why should we use five million crowns
[NOK] for this mirror when we need money for the
elderly, and school and children, and all that?
A signature campaign was made and all kinds of stuff
[…] Solspeil has really put Rjukan on the world map
lately. We have had a massive influx of tourists that
maybe isn’t entirely caused by Solspeil, but it was a
big conscious reason why we had more tourists coming
here. […] Solspeil is not working all months of the year,

and then debates and writings can start ‘why doesn’t
Solspeil work?’ Yes, it is very popular amongst the
local community, because it shines down on the square,
and lights up around 30 metres. In winter we make an
ice-skating rink there and when the sun shines down on
the square it is a magnet. (Director of Culture, Tinn
Municipality)

New narrative transforming place
The artwork Solspeil was inspired by human relations
and their social context, and Rjukan is deeply connected
to the narrative about the sun. Solspeil bridges place-
based histories by activating place as a contemporary
phenomenon with dreams and ambitions for the future.
Historically, Rjukan has been shaped by several inno-
vations, such as the world’s largest power station with
the hydro-electric power plants, which marks the turn
from coal-fired power to hydro-electric energy for
industrial use. This was the foundation of Rjukan as a
modern industrial town. Since 2015, Rjukan has been
acknowledged as a world industrial heritage site with a
focus on the above-mentioned historical innovations
and achievements. This stands in contrast to the every-
day life of Rjukan as a place also challenged by depopu-
lation and municipal budget cuts. The focus of the site-
specific artwork is based on the everyday wishes and
dreams of Rjukan citizens in the past and the present.
In combination with new technological solutions brid-
ging the artwork to Rjukan’s industrial heritage and
technological progress, Solspeil is bringing in new inter-
est groups and networks to Rjukan. As a consequence,

Fig. 5. The town square in Rjukan and the sunbeam directed
from the mirror (heliostat, not shown), which together form
the artwork Solspeil by Martin Andersen, 2013 (Photograph:
Daniel Paida Larsen, 2014; reproduced with permission of the
RSA)

3The initiative is part of the research programme ‘Empowered Futures: A Global Research School Navigating the Social and Environmental Controversies of
Low-Carbon Energy Transitions’ funded by the Research Council of Norway.
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the narrative of Rjukan has changed from ‘Rjukan that
lacks sun’ to ‘Rjukan and the sun’, which serves to high-
light the symbolic nature of art and the power of mean-
ing-making. The town square was renamed Soltorg (the
Sun Square). Articles, debates, news clips, and films
have communicated the change in the narrative and
thus contributed to the meaning making of place.

Conclusions

In this article I have explored alternative ways by which
innovation contributes to sustainable regional develop-
ment in peripheral areas. In focusing on artist initiatives
and artistic practices in the two case studies, I have con-
sidered forms of social innovation that deviate from
dominant narratives of peripheral regions as innovation
backwaters that are lacking critical mass in cultural and
creative capabilities for regional competitiveness. These
artist initiatives and innovations did not primarily
address economic development goals, nor were they
directly aimed at strengthening creative industry, even
though tourism development has benefitted indirectly
from respective initiatives. Rather, the artists have
engaged with development objectives that can be con-
sidered intrinsically significant for place-based sustain-
ability, such as education, well-being, sense of
community, and care for environment, in contrast to
development outcomes that are instrumentally signifi-
cant, such as economic growth, business creation, and
income (Morgan 2004). Examples of the ways in
which the artists, organized in relation to experimental
arts and cultural centres, have contributed to local/
regional development are by activating public space
through participatory processes and sustainable prac-
tices, rendering creative impulses through artist mobi-
lity, changing visual identity of place, creating new
place narratives, engaging and empowering local com-
munity through voluntary and work programmes, and
collaborating across research, arts, and other fields.

The artist initiatives have contributed to countering
processes of peripheralization in the respective localities
along material, organizational, and discursive dimen-
sions. In material terms, they produce local, often site-
specific artworks that render cultural, social, and econ-
omic value to a place by attracting attention and visitors.
In organizational terms, the initiatives facilitate arenas
and platforms for community-building by fostering
connectivity and networking, both locally and globally.
In discursive terms, they contribute to shaping a new
narrative of place. Thus, through social innovation,
artist initiatives can empower local citizens and other
actors to experiment collectively with unconventional
ideas related to social and environmental sustainability

and to take responsibility for place. In terms of periph-
eralization, it should be noted that the artists leading the
initiatives have not only consciously created their prac-
tices outside the urban core, but have also taken those
practices to the edge of their own domains. That is,
through social innovation and in taking responsibility
for place, the artist initiatives have partly redefined artis-
tic practices and identities as artists.

This study of artist initiatives and social innovation to
redress peripheralization has shown that it is critical to
question ‘responsibility for whom or what’ when innovat-
ing responsibly. The studied social innovations have
enacted responsibility for development outcomes that are
intrinsically significant through an ethos of care in both a
temporal sense (care for future) and a spatial sense (care
for place). Such an ethos of care informs both objectives
and means of innovation. Care for place is enacted by
mobilizing both individual and social creativity through
inclusive practices and collective action. In this respect,
inclusion and community engagement appear as central
features to the way in which the artist-led social inno-
vations have taken responsibility for place. Thus,my analy-
sis has drawn attention to the profoundly relational
qualities of responsible innovation processes. This, in
turn, relates back to one of the defining characteristics of
social innovation, namely its objective to change social
relations between actors.

Importantly, my analysis has revealed that artists
initiatives experimenting with social innovation in per-
ipheral areas emphasize social creativity in addition to
individual, artistic creativity (on rural creativity, see
Woods n.d.). Instead of mimicking success strategies of
innovation and creativity grounded in urban cores, the
two studied cases show that peripheral areas can be
sources of creativity in their own right. However, this
requires a broadened understanding of creativity that
combines everyday creative contexts (e.g. the People’s
Kitchen in Rjukan) and the artistic and/or monumental
(e.g. factory murals in Bromölla). A broadened perspec-
tive on creativity has a critical role to play in reimagining
and taking responsibility for peripheral areas.

Thus, creative practices by artists can play a hitherto
neglected role in regional development in peripheral
areas. They can help in fostering shared ownership and a
broadened sense of responsibility for both future and
place by bringing people together, by collectively reflecting
on social, economic, and environmental change, and by
sharing ideas for development that matters to people.
Nonetheless, some words of caution regarding the limit-
ations of this study are warranted. To enact social inno-
vation, artists have to adopt a considerable degree of
entrepreneurship to diversify their portfolio of activities
and offerings. Partly this is welcomed and at times
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encouraged by policy when new ways of organizing and
funding are explored. At the same time, this may risk
instrumentalizing the value of arts by subordinating
them to social and economic imperatives at the expensive
of cultural and artistic expression. Further research is
needed, not only to ascertain the long-term impact of artist
initiatives but also to shed light on its potential dark sides
and unintended consequences.
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