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Abstract
The article delves into the multifaceted nature of creativity,
moving beyond traditional associations of creativity with artis-
tic or cultural disciplines. Instead, it presents creativity as a
complex cognitive process essential for addressing multidis-
ciplinary challenges. Drawing from various studies, it empha-
sises how creativity flourishes in sociocultural contexts and is
shaped by both individual learning and group dynamics, such
as those described by Florida’s concept of the Creative Class.
The dissertation’s core focuses on exploring various
creative contexts and environments that nurture creativity.
The methodology considers a Systemic Innovation Design
perspective to analyse thirty application cases of creative
spaces, identifying key characteristics and impacts. The
results show a clear direction of creative contexts involving
multidisciplinary and practice-based actions, with a predomi-
nant focus on social and applied sciences.
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From Creativity to Creative Contexts

When considering creativity, it is easy to get lost in the maze of
clichés, where concepts such as imagination and genius — but
sometimes also madness and recklessness — mix with creativity

to become one. This can distort the idea, leading to an overabun-
dance of interpretations and, consequently, render it meaningless.

In addition, creativity is usually associated with cultural and artistic
discipline, clustering it into limited boxes with no opportunities for
disciplinary interlinkages (Dumas & Dunbar, 2016). However, crea-
tivity from a Systemic Innovation Design perspective (Gaiardo et al.,
2022; World Design Organization, 2015) can be defined as a complex
cognitive process (Logan et al., 2021) that can manage articulated
issues in multidisciplinary scenarios (Dorst & Cross, 2001; Lindberg
et al.,, 2010). Creativity exists in the individual cultural background —
and is then fostered by learning specific hard skills — (Cerne et al.,
2022), becoming a mediating element among people (lyanda et al.,
2017). Lastly, creativity becomes richer and provides valuable impact
in diverse sociocultural and disciplinary groups of people designated
by Florida (2002) as the Creative Class.

Moreover, the literature highlights how creativity requires a
defined context — physical and/or digital — to assume an identity
and resilience (Vannini & Piccolo, 2021), an environment in which
impacts may assume a qualitative and quantitative value. Although
creative places may be erroneously associated with innovative/
smart ones, they have their own identity (Visona et al., 2022). They
may include similar traits, approaches, or outputs as other proactive
contexts (Gwiazdzinski et al., 2020).

For these reasons, this dissertation is interested in exploring
the meaning and qualities of creative contexts, providing a series
of application cases to analyse, and finally discussing the principal
traits of these spaces to define what a creative context could be.

A State of the Art of Creative Places

Literature provides a fruitful panorama of creative contexts. In
particular, in applying design principles (Freddi & Salmon, 2019)

of research by design (Friedman, 2008), several interpretations of
the concept occur. The first suggestion of creative contexts comes
from Oldenburg (1991) in The Great Good Place. He suggested third
places as a sociocultural understanding of all those spaces that do
not coincide with the home or the work environment. Third places
are non-personal domestic spaces that serve as neutral grounds

for inclusivity and equal opportunities. They lack specific physical
characteristics, encompassing places such as community centres,
coffee shops, parks, and malls. Though conversations represent their
primary activity, their impact can be substantial, attracting innovators
and potentially becoming hubs for economic development (Jeffres et
al., 2009; Lambiri et al., 2007).

Several other interpretations of these places, with a more
applied use, were derived from this idea. Another example of crea-
tive contexts is smart cities. A smart city (Silva et al., 2018) or even a
smart territory (Rosado-Garcia et al., 2021) is an articulated combina-
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tion of sociocultural behaviours, urbanisation, smartness, sustaina-
bility and quality of life. Through these pillars, personal and collective
skills — including creativity — fuel innovation (Landry, 2012). To truly
consider a smart city a creative space, human involvement and cul-
tural action must be part of the innovative processes (Gwiazdzinski
et al., 2020). Finally, Allen (2006) integrates this concept and the abil-
ity to enhance creativity, interlinking it with the power to impact the
global market through a new economy. It can also provide freedom
and urban creativity by means of new social and political actions
(Evans, 2009).

A further example of creative context that emerges from
literature is the Creative Nest (Panozzo, 2021). It is described as a
proactive context whereby meaningful relationships and collabo-
rations are established. Compared to the other examples — which
include a wider area of action such as cities — creative nests are
usually defined spaces such as hubs, clusters, districts, or platforms.
Design methodologies are implemented in these spaces to produce
knowledge, experiences, and practical results — in product, service
and system designs. These spaces have a very valuable interest and
structured impact. In particular, their management makes activity
control and development easy to deal with, while creative skills can
be performed freely. This allows a rapid spillover of innovation and
crucial knowledge diffusion (Gilinther & Meissner, 2017).

Lastly, considering this excursus and according to this
excursus, the Creative Hubs Report can provide a further definition
that may be used both to update the concept of creative context, and
to identify a suitable definition for the analytical developments in this
dissertation. (Dovey et al., 2016). Creative hubs are dynamic organ-
isations that bring together diverse talents, disciplines, and skills to
foster innovation. They often extend beyond a single location, sup-
porting various activities, including non-profit, commercial, part-time,
and full-time work. More than just business incubators, creative hubs
drive local and regional growth in the creative industries by offering
opportunities for work, education, and collaboration. Their flexible
and diverse nature enables them to foster vibrant, evolving com-
munities and contribute to innovation, sustainability and economic
development.

This overview of the different aspects of creative contexts
allows this research to guide the next steps in selecting and analys-
ing specific creative contexts. Application cases will be considered
to define a framework for evaluation that focuses on the elements in
common, the unique values, and the needs that arise.

Application Case Analysis Methodology

The methodological structure considered an approach to research
for designers (Frayling, 1993) through the Systemic Innovation
Design methodology (Gaiardo et al., 2022), which involved a
mixed-methods design approach of protocol analysis (Tashakkori &
Creswell, 2007; Dubois & Prade, 1979) for a list of thirty application
cases Fig. 1.
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These cases follow the description — according to the state of Fig. 1
the art — of creative places. They were identified using definitions ('lﬂfi;*;°::;f€i'fsa")fszfuﬁf;‘;e
from the literature as base guidelines (Leuffen, 2007) applied to a tion 6ases, by the Authors.
snowballing sampling method (Goodman, 1961), which allowed the
identification of further cases based on collaborations or partner-
ships between the first cases and subsequent ones. They have been
adequately selected by fitting the case into the creative typologies
(Dovey et al., 2016) and then used as an analytical element. After-
wards, they were studied using protocol analysis (Jiang & Yen, 2009;
Afflerbach, 2001; Afacan & Erbug, 2009). A written review of the data
was derived from web platforms, interviews, reports, and publica-
tions regarding the cases (Cho, 2020; Graesser, 1990, pp. 201-203).
This database was reorganised into an initial individual analysis of
the cases and a second aggregate analysis.

In the first phase, cases were analysed individually based
on multiple criteria. First, a temporal analysis considered whether
the projects were active or concluded. A geographical assessment
was then conducted, and lastly the number of prominent partners
considered. This approach provided insights into the cases and their
alignment with creative contexts.

Of the thirty cases that were selected, ten were in ltaly, ten
in Europe, and ten from a global context. Several considerations
emerged from the first process of protocol analysis. Considering the
period during which the cases became operative, most of them —
from the analysis of the median — started around 2012 and 2013,
with a slow but gradual emergence of new projects Tab. 1. In this
chronological investigation, it is important to highlight certain diver-
gent elements. First of all, there are two examples of academic cases
of particular longevity: the Design Academy of Eindhoven, founded
in 1947, and the Center for Academic Innovation and Creativity,
founded in 1925. A second element that emerges from the analysis is
geographical. The European SMATH project was born in Europe, but
not in a single country, but rather as part of a network of six coun-
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tries: Italy, France, Spain, Greece, Croatia and Slovenia. Furthermore,
the project, which began in 2014, lasted seven years, ending in 2020.

The second phase involves conducting a quantitative anal-
ysis of the cases by clustering them into specific creative context
typologies based on the Creative Hubs Report (Dovey et al., 2016)
and their areas of impact as defined by the European Creative Hubs
(European Commission, 2017). What emerges is that the majority of
the cases fit in the network and centre typologies — both with a total
of seven — followed by the schools — with six. Only one of them is
considered an online platform. Moreover, the main area of impact is
cultural — with eleven cases — followed by educational. Only one
case mainly impacts the technological field Fig. 2.

Location of the project < Median Age

.n":‘-‘: Eu 11

Duration of projects

(in years)
e e e | e e
A 7 =

23 456 8§ 9 101112 1314 1517212227 7799

Typology Impact areas
Mediterrancan
1 1 Online platform 1 | Technological
3 M Alternative 2 B Economic
G I Cluster Political
6 I School Social
7 M Centre Educational

/B Nerwork Cultural

. e Fig. 2
Location | Application cases Year of start | Typolo Impact area
PP ypology P Aggregated dashboard of
Italy Push 2013 Centre Technological creative application cases:
geography, duration, types
C Lab Trento 2017 Centre Educational and area of impact, by the
Authors.
Costruire bellezza 2014 Cluster Social
Tab. |
FEM (Future Education 2018 School Educational Synthesis of the protocol
Modena) analysis of application
K . . ) cases according to geo-
Puglia Creativa 2012 Alternative Economic graphical location, time,
. . . type of creative place and
Diversity Lab 2013 Network Social impact area.
CreZiPlus 2003 Network Cultural
Foqus 2013 Cluster Social
Nova 2020 Centre Cultural
JO Education Innovation Hub 2010 Online Educational
Platform
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Europe The European SMATH project | 2014-2020 Cluster Cultural
(ended)

Design Academy Eindhoven 1947 School Educational
Green Leap Research 2012 School Educational
Creative sustainability 2018 School Educational
Creative Estonia 2009 Network Cultural
Creative Denmark 2020 Network Cultural
1535 Creative Hub 2011 Cluster Cultural
ARTCOR Creative HUB 2019 School Educational
CEEIM 2007 Centre Economic
City Culture Institute 2012 Centre Cultural

Extra EU Armazém da Criatividade 2015 Centre Educational
Creative Industries Council 2013 Cluster Political
CAIC 1925 School Educational
Creative Cardiff 2015 Network Cultural
GerHub 2016 Centre Social
Creative Hub Ethiopia 2021 Cluster Cultural
PretaHub 2002 Alternative Social
Asia-Europe Foundation 1997 Alternative Political
Mekong Cultural Hub 2018 Network Cultural
Creative Hub Africa 2022 Network Cultural

Furthermore, the main projects carried out by these cases are iden-
tified through their descriptions. Drawing from the Creative Class
guidelines (Florida, 2002) and the concept of the creative spirit (Gole-
man et al., 2001), each project is examined based on the number of
disciplines involved in its development, explicitly described in the
textual contributions of the individual projects or in the results of the
projects themselves.

This led to two types of different results. The first is the
percentage of creative projects within each application case Tab. I,
calculating the percentage of the individual explicitly-multidiscipli-
nary projects for each application case within the total number of
projects developed.

99 The Impact of Creative Contexts: An Application Cases Review
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Location | Application cases Percentage of multidisciplinary projects
Italy Push 100,00%
C Lab Trento 77,78%
Costruire bellezza 100,00%
FEM (Future Education Modena) | 100,00%
Puglia Creativa 100,00%
Diversity Lab 50,00%
CreZiPlus 71,43%
Foqus 50,00%
Nova 50,00%
JO Education Innovation Hub 100,00%
Europe The European SMATH project 56,00%
Design Academy Eindhoven 36,17%
Green Leap Research 100,00%
Creative sustainability 100,00%
Creative Estonia 86,36%
Creative Denmark 100,00%
1535 Creative Hub 100,00%
ARTCOR Creative HUB 60,00%
CEEIM 100,00%
City Culture Institute 85,71%
Extra EU Armazém da Criatividade 100,00%
Creative Industries Council 58,00%
CAIC 66,67%
Creative Cardiff 45,45%
GerHub 100,00%
Creative Hub Ethiopia 100,00%
PretaHub 100,00%
Asia-Europe Foundation 100,00%
Mekong Cultural Hub 50,00%
Creative Hub Africa 80,00%
100 Sergio Degiacomi Garbero, Chiara Lorenza Remondino, Paolo Tamborrini

Tab. I
List of application cases
and percentage of multi-
disciplinary projects.
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The outcome shows a large majority of projects oriented towards
multidisciplinarity, with some shortages, particularly in the artistic/
academic world.

The second is overall data on the types of disciplines
involved across all application cases. This analysis showed a large
predominance of social disciplines and a solid presence of applied
hard disciplines Tab. 111, Fig. 3. At the same time, there was a clear lack
— apart from the world of information technology — of hard, pure
disciplines Fig. 4.

Fig. 3
Distributed visualisation
of application cases and
scientific disciplinary
areas involved within their
projects, by the Authors.

Percentage Scientific disciplinary areas in the project;

Mathematics and compater S.

Physical 5.

Farth S,

Blological S.

36,17%
100,00% -,
100,00% -,
86,36% Agricultural and veterinary S.
100,00%
1535 Creative Hub  100,00% —~ ) Civil Engincering and Architecture
ARTCOR Cre ¢ HUB  60,00%

CE
Industrial and information cagincering

Antiquitics, philological -fiterary and historical -artistic S.

CAXC 6,6 NN \I|mnriul,[J\lhuqinul.p(dr;qpul and prychological 5.

Creative Cardiff 45,4
Juridical S¢.
2 100,00%
b 100,00%
Economics and statistics S.
100,00%
50,00%

A
1 N
Creative Hub Africa  80,00% 4 W Political and social S,
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1 s fom 20 spplion cc

Mathematics and computer S,
Physical S.

Chemicals S.

Medical s. Food science and technolog

al and veterinary S. L e g N 30 Application
Civil Engineering and Architecture 7 cases

Industrial and information engineering

Antiquities, philol al-literary and historical -artistic S.
Historical, philosophical, pedagogical and psychological S.
Juridical St

Economics and statistics S.

Political and social S

L L L . Fig. 4

Scientific disciplinary sectors Number of cases involved Visualisation of the scien-

Industrial design 30 tific disciplinary sectors
and their corresponding

Information processing systems 20 areas involved in the pro-
jects, by the Authors.

Sociology of cultural and communicative processes 16

Tab. Il

General and social pedagogy 15 List of scientific discipli-
nary sectors and number

Business and management engineering 12 of application cases
involving them in projects.

Political science 11

Architectural and urban design 9

Informatics 5

Cinema, photography and television 4

Sociology of the environment and the territory 3

Political science 3

Sanitary and environmental engineering 3

Food science and technology 3

Didactics of modern languages 2

Manufacturing technology and systems 2

Anthropology 2

Mathematical logic 1

Philosophy and theory of languages 1
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In parallel, a second phase involved performing a qualitative heu-
ristic evaluation analysis applied to the application cases (Afacan

& Erbug, 2009), on the basis of three criteria in particular: Instru-
mental Spaces, Creative Approaches and Conveyance of Projects.

In detail, the Instrumental Spaces — clustered into Model/Physical
labs, Open local research labs, Online platforms, Training / Work-
shops — emerged as the most relevant criteria from the literature on
creative spaces (Panozzo, 2021). They are useful for identifying the
predominance, tendency, and lack of spaces for developing creativ-
ity. The criteria used was a multiple choice with a maximum score of
4 — one point each. The six Creative Approaches — Practice-based
Research, Monitoring, Creative confidence, Multidisciplinary, Prob-
lem setting, Problem solving — emerged from the literature on
applied creativity (Degiacomi Garbero et al., 2024) from a design
perspective. They help identify the predominance, tendency and lack
of space for developing creativity. In this case, the criteria used was
a multiple choice with a maximum score of 2-1/3 point each. Lastly,
the Conveyance of Projects — Advocacy, Dissemination (prac-
tice-based), Dissemination (academic), Digital — helps to identify the
effectiveness of disseminating the projects that were carried out and
the objectives that were achieved. The criteria used also included

a multiple choice with a maximum score of 4 — one point each.

The Instrumental spaces, Creative Approaches and Conveyance of
Projects are identified through the protocol analysis of sites, plat-
forms, reports, and interviews with application cases. Moreover, they
emerge from the literature, and creative methods are implemented
in creative contexts. The data is organised into a comparative grid

— with a maximum value of 10 — according to the second analysis
performed. This data has been visually arranged to provide a clear

understanding of the central tendency of the cases. The result is an Fig. 5 _

luati trix of the individual criteria and the overall individual - /wation matrixof
eva ':"a I.on ma 0 € crite eove application cases, by the
application cases Fig. 5. Authors.

Casc evaluation 7 7,7 73 83 63 63 63 8 73 63 8 87 67 67 8773 73 7,7 67 67 87 7 67 73 7787 67 77 73 7,7
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Considering the matrix vertically — therefore case by case — it
is important to underline that each of them are valued above the
average — an additional element for taking the cases into account —
with some exceeding the value of 7 out of 10.

However, in analysing the grid horizontally — by evalua-
tion parameter — some relevant information emerges. As regards
the presence of instrumental spaces, the abundance of places for
training and activities such as workshops is clear, whereas there is
a shortage of laboratories for more physical-manual work. As high-
lighted in the previous analysis, the creative approaches, applied
research, and multidisciplinarity stand out. Practices linked to crea-
tive confidence and problem-solving are also structured, while there
are no cases relative to problem-setting. Finally, regarding project
communication, practice-based dissemination through informal
channels such as websites or private institutions is well structured,
while traditional academic dissemination is less present.

Results

This analysis of the thirty application cases highlights several key
elements common to creative places across different scales. The
first element is the timeframe when most of them arose. The median
date is 2013, but one-third of the cases analysed started between
2012 and 2014. This peculiar situation can be supported by the

fact that 2013 was the year The Creative Europe programme was
established (Zygierewicz, 2018). This project was designed for the
period between 1 January 2014, and 31 December 2020, with a fund
of €1.462.724.000, allowing the European countries, as well as other
international collaborations, to generate an autopoietic process of
creative projects interconnected with creative activities, cities and
territories (Falletti & Borrione, 2020). The Creative Europe pro-
gramme was then renewed for seven more years, which may be seen
in the constant growth of creative cases present in this analysis.

A second noteworthy element is the projects’ multidisci-
plinarity. As the analysis shows, with the exception of very specific
cases, most reach at least 50% of creative multidisciplinary pro-
jects. However, some specific disciplines are lacking. While certain
disciplines are very present, in the hard applied sciences or social
sciences, there is a significant gap in the hard pure sciences. This
gap is aligned with the gap in the literature that sees the same
discipline missing in creative activities, reinforcing stereotypes of
what can and cannot be creative (Dumas & Dunbar, 2016). In this
sense, Design as a mediating discipline has the opportunity — as is
already the case with the current state — to include these missing
disciplines in the dynamics, the methodologies and the outcomes
(Bremner & Rodgers, 2013).

The third and last aspect regards the results of the frame-
work matrix Fig. 6.
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These last results, supported by the previous analyses can lead Fig. 6
towards a hypothesis of what a creative context can be. Starting from E;’fl?:g:ger;‘a;:'xh‘l’lf f;l:iFr"“'
the places, this analysis confirms the emergence of physical, educa- 7 20 S705n 197 A9
tional spaces for sprint activities among heterogeneous groups of traits, by the Authors.
people able to generate innovation (Vannini & Piccolo, 2021; Visona
et al., 2022). For this reason, the most common approach is prac-
tice-based research. Therefore, a design that starts from contextual
multidisciplinary research can move beyond a concept and become
feasible (Erlhoff & Marshall, 2008). In these contexts, dissemination
oriented towards companies and private and public institutions is the
most effective method (Freihoefer & Zborowsky, 2016). Meanwhile,
commonly missing are the physical/practical spaces, replaced by
virtual laboratories, where concreteness is supported by digital and
loT (Silva et al., 2018). The less common approaches, confirming the
literature, are the problem-setting approaches — mainly present in
social sciences, but very rarely used — (Schon, 1979) and the mon-
itoring activities linked to the use of indices, which are difficult to
compare and apply to the world of creativity (Hoelscher & Schubert,
2015). This affects communication in the academic field. Due to its
meta-disciplinary nature (Matsuda, 2021), creativity struggles to
establish a defined role in academic fields and, therefore, a way to be
conveyed (Bentley, 1966).
In summary, the identification of a creative context, accord-
ing to this application case analysis, is represented by physical edu-
cational and multidisciplinary spaces that can achieve results across
social needs and technical applications. Moreover, this modern con-
text allows for the interaction of public entities at the European level
and the definition of networks with local partners. Lastly, its commu-
nication is effective towards the so-called creative industries (Cooke
& De Propris, 2011), always supporting practice-based projects to be
developed.
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Conclusions and Limits

The article offers valuable insights into the structure and function of
creative contexts, particularly emphasising their multidisciplinarity
and social impact. The analysis highlights that creativity thrives in
physical, educational spaces where diverse groups can collaborate
on practice-based projects. Moreover, creative contexts extend
beyond mere artistic expression; they engage with broader societal
needs and technical applications, often supported by public and
private institutions. The article suggests that a successful creative
context is characterised by its ability to foster innovation through col-
laboration, practice-based research, and active dissemination within

creative industries.

One of the key takeaways is that creativity is not just an
abstract concept but a structured process requiring the right envi-
ronment to thrive. It involves physical spaces and sociocultural
interactions, making it a driver of innovation in multiple disciplines.
Yet, this dissertation also highlights a lack of creative engagement in
pure scientific fields, indicating an area ripe for future research and

integration.

In conclusion, while the article provides a comprehensive
exploration of creative contexts, future research should aim to
broaden its scope and deepen its analysis of creativity's intersection
with pure sciences and long-term societal impacts.
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The Open Debate section explores research on

the relationship between design practices and

the concept of civis encompassing both physical
spaces and digital territories, networks, systems,
and urban forms. Design plays a key role as a
mediator across disciplines, leveraging co-design
to engage citizens and stakeholders in creating and
testing services and products. The importance of

a systemic approach is emphasized, highlighting
design’s growing relevance in addressing complex
societal challenges through deep, context-specific
solutions: from Service Design for the Public Sector
to the development of responsible planner systems
in China, from scenario building that encourages
community engagement to new sensory training
for design/architecture and local-based NetZero
city strategies.

The Section highlights the importance in
addressing the increasing complexity of interactions
with products and systems, facing political,
economic, and legal constraints.
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