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VIBRANT ABERDEEN: 
AN INTRODUCTION  
This is ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ the cultural strategy for the city of Aberdeen. 

Developed by the city’s Cultural Forum through consultation with hundreds of 

individuals and organisations, this is the document which sets out a vision for a 

brighter cultural future for Aberdeen.  

The need for this brighter cultural future stems from an analysis of Aberdeen’s 

current cultural health. This is a city where good practice does exist, a city with a 

unique cultural heritage, a city where talented and passionate individuals and 

organisations produce magnificent work. It is clear that Aberdeen is a city full of 

cultural potential. However it is also a city which historically has had other 

priorities, one which will not fulfil its cultural potential without setting out a vision 

for the future and more importantly putting the resources and structures behind 

this vision in order to make it a reality.  

‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ like all cultural strategies, has its limits and words alone 

cannot produce creativity and vibrancy. Instead this is a document that aspires to 

be an overarching framework. It aims to provide the guidance and order to 

ensure that resources and skills are used effectively in order to create an 

environment where creativity and vibrancy are part of the city’s fabric.  

This will be no easy task. Significant progress is required and the creation of this 

strategy is only a small step in the right direction. The debate, consultation and 

research that has been carried out by all the individuals and organisations 

involved in developing ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ is a positive starting point. However, 

the challenge now is to follow this through and while particular responsibilities lie 

with the partners within the Cultural Forum, it is clear that this is a strategy for 

the entire city. The development that is required cannot be achieved without 

harnessing the knowledge, skills and passion of the entire city. Only by working 

together can Aberdeen transform itself into the vibrant, creative and ambitious 

city it has the potential to be. 
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ABERDEEN: 
A SNAPSHOT 
Aberdeen is a lively and prosperous city situated in the North East of Scotland. It 

is a city which has been shaped by its unique history and heritage and one which 

is driven forward towards fulfilling its undoubted potential. It has long been a city 

of national and international significance, playing important roles in pivotal 

historic events such as the spread of Quakerism, the Jacobite Rebellions and the 

Enlightenment. Aberdeen’s position as a major Royal Burgh since the 12th 

century also highlights the city’s importance in national and international trade 

and industry. While its traditional industries include fishing, farming, ship building 

and granite it has, since the 1960’s, been transformed by the development of the 

oil industry and is now recognised as the energy capital of Europe. The expansion 

of the oil industry has been central to the change in the city’s dynamic, creating 

significant economic expansion and increasing and diversifying the population of 

Aberdeen and surrounding areas. As a result, the cost of living has increased 

dramatically and there are significant levels of social deprivation throughout the 

city. 

Along with the development of the oil industry, Aberdeen has prioritised and 

driven forward the development of the higher education, retail and leisure 

sectors, all of which continues to shape the city and its future. While this 

development has provided extensive benefits the failure to prioritise culture to 

the same extent during this period of significant change has created a city with 

low cultural activity participation rates and low levels of awareness and 

understanding of the city’s culture. This has ultimately led to Aberdeen losing its 

collective cultural identity, with the perception of the city as being primarily 

industrial consistent locally, nationally and internationally. This is significant as 

Aberdeen is so much more; it is a city with a culture and heritage to be proud of 

and to be recognised by. With its significant architecture, prevalent history, 

distinct dialect, diverse communities, engaging individuals and exclusive cultural 

activities and infrastructure, Aberdeen is a city with a unique and celebratory 

culture and should be identified as such. 

The challenge for Aberdeen is to recognise the benefits of culture and to prioritise 

its preservation and development in order to create an environment where 

habitual access allows culture to enrich the life of all residents and visitors to the 

city.    
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ANALYSIS: 
WHERE ARE WE NOW 
AND WHERE ARE WE 
GOING? 
‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ has been developed through extensive research and 

consultation carried out to fully examine the current cultural climate of the city. 

This analysis took various forms including consultation with cultural organisations 

and the public, as well as research into local and national research papers and 

statistical records. The aim was to discover where the city’s cultural strengths and 

weaknesses lay and what the challenges and opportunities are for future cultural 

development in Aberdeen.  

The results from the research and consultation were significant. Not only was the 

response provided by individuals and organisations both passionate and 

constructive but displayed remarkable consistency with the findings from 

evidence based information. This consistency has thus allowed for the shared 

priorities and overall vision for the city to be clearly established. 

The following section of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ provides a snapshot of this work, 

providing summaries of the key strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

that were identified. 
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STRENGTHS  
Presented below is a summary of Aberdeen’s key cultural strengths as identified 

in the research and consultation. While these have been highlighted as strengths, 

the analysis has also shown that they are not all being fully utilised and benefited 

from. This must be addressed in order to develop culture in Aberdeen.  

ACTIVE COMMUNITIES AND SCHOOLS 
The city possesses a strong infrastructure to support cultural activity in local 

communities and schools. The work delivered by a range of individuals and 

organisations throughout the city has created communities and schools which 

have regular opportunities to engage in cultural activity and develop an 

appreciation and understanding of culture and its benefits.  

AN ACTIVE VOLUNTARY SECTOR 
Aberdeen has a highly motivated and diverse voluntary sector which supports 

cultural projects throughout the city. There is no doubt that without the 

dedication, talent and enthusiasm of the some 300 recognised voluntary groups 

and thousands of individuals, the cultural climate of the city would suffer greatly. 

HIGH QUALITY OF LIFE 
Aberdeen has been identified as an area with a very high quality of life. Results 

from the Scottish Household Survey in 2008 found that 94% of Aberdeen 

residents thought their neighbourhood was either a ‘very good’ or ‘fairly good’ 

place to live. The quality of life for residents of the city is a key component in 

attracting and retaining individuals and organisations to the city.  

PRESTIGIOUS EDUCATIONAL 
ESTABLISHMENTS  
Aberdeen is home to prestigious educational establishments which bring a series 

of major benefits to the city. The University of Aberdeen, one of the nation’s 

ancient universities, has a significant reputation in various fields including 

literature, music and history while The Robert Gordon University, home to the 

Gray’s School of Art, is widely recognised as one of the top modern universities in 

the United Kingdom. Aberdeen College is the largest further education college in 

Scotland, providing full and part-time courses in various subjects including art, 

design, fashion, music and computer animation. 
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QUALITY CULTURAL VENUES  
The city is equipped with an extensive range of quality cultural venues including 

concert halls, libraries, museums, community centres, schools, art workshops, 

cinemas, parks and open spaces. This range of venues and spaces provides the 

city with a solid venue infrastructure which has the scope and ability to 

successfully develop and expand. 

SIGNIFICANT COLLECTIONS AND 
ARCHIVES 
The city is home to a diverse range of significant local, national and international 

collections and archives. Aberdeen Art Gallery hosts one of the finest art 

collections in Britain with paintings, sculpture and graphics from the 15th century 

through to the present day while the Aberdeen Maritime, Gordon Highlanders and 

Tolbooth Museums are home to unique collections relating to the city and its 

culture. Aberdeen also has nationally important archives with the city archive and 

University of Aberdeen possessing archives of unparalleled quality and 

significance including the oldest and most complete set of Burgh records in 

Scotland. 

DIVERSE CULTURAL PROGRAMME 
Despite the aspiration to significantly improve the cultural life of the city, 

Aberdeen currently has a diverse cultural programme from which to build. The 

city has a range of festivals, events, venues, activities and heritage sites which 

are both distinct and of high quality. This has been highlighted as a key strength, 

as the ability to provide such a strong and diverse programme with limited 

resources in comparison to other similar sized cities illustrates a capacity for 

development.  

UNIQUE CULTURAL HERITAGE  
The city’s history, its role in military conflicts, industry, medical science and art 

has shaped a distinct and unique cultural heritage. This heritage can be sensed in 

the values, beliefs and customs of its residents and through the distinct Doric 

dialect which is still widely spoken across the North East of Scotland. The city is 

also home to numerous archaeological and historical sites ranging in date from 

8000 BC to the 1960’s AD which, along with its significant archives, illustrate 

Aberdeen’s distinct heritage and rich contribution to all the great fields of human 

endeavour.   
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WEAKNESSES  

The list below provides a summary of Aberdeen’s major cultural weaknesses as 

identified through the research and consultation. It is a diverse list, ranging from 

high level strategic issues, through to more particular problems within the current 

cultural climate of the city. It is clear that these are all intrinsically linked and in 

the context of future development must be considered collectively.  

BELOW AVERAGE PARTICIPATION 
RATES  
The Scottish Art Council’s ‘Taking Part’ Study from 2008 showed that the North-

East of Scotland has the lowest participation rates in cultural activity in the whole 

of Scotland. Results in the study show lower than average participation figures 

across all ages and the majority of art forms. This includes a figure of 51% for 

adult participation in cultural activity which is significantly lower than the national 

average of 71%. While these results are taken from a single study and there are 

examples of improving participation figures, it is clear that the city suffers from 

proportionately low levels of participation in cultural activities.  

DIFFICULTY RETAINING CREATIVE 
SKILLS 
There is clear evidence that significant numbers of young people leave the North-

East upon gaining qualifications to find work in the cultural sector in the central 

belt of Scotland. This includes artists graduating from the Gray’s School of Art 

and University of Aberdeen graduates in subjects such as history and 

archaeology. There is also difficulty in retaining young people who gain an 

introduction to cultural activity through work with voluntary organisations in 

Aberdeen but whom leave for graduate qualifications or employment elsewhere. 

LACK OF COLLECTIVE VOICE 
It has been identified that the city lacks a powerful collective voice which provides 

leadership, speaks with authority and has the ability to advocate for the 

development of culture in Aberdeen with significant political influence. The 

structures to create this are not currently in place and this has led to a 

fragmented cultural sector where working in relative isolation remains common. 
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LACK OF EVIDENCE FOR BENEFITS OF 
CULTURE 
Aberdeen has difficulty in fully communicating the impact of culture across the 

city, particularly the wider social and economic benefits it brings. Organisations 

and individuals consistently record and monitor the impact of their activity, 

however there is a limited framework in place which allows for this information to 

be collated in order to present a city-wide outlook. Further to this, there are few 

mechanisms which allow for the monitoring of the less tangible impacts of culture 

and this has led to a culture of reporting and monitoring which is driven by 

quantifiable targets and measurable outcomes. 

RELATIVELY LOW LEVEL OF CULTURAL 
INVESTMENT AND AMBITION 
Historically, other cities throughout the United Kingdom have invested in Culture 

to a greater extent than Aberdeen. This has led to a climate of maintenance in 

order to guarantee a consistent cultural output. There is also a general adversity 

to committing the type of investment which could be perceived as higher risk but 

which has significantly benefited many other cities.  

OVER RELIANCE ON CURRENT 
CULTURAL INFRASTRUCTURE 
While the current cultural programmes and venues currently stand as a strength, 

the over reliance on this relatively small infrastructure has developed into a 

cultural weakness. There is an inherent need to significantly develop our existing 

cultural infrastructure through better use of existing public and private space, 

redeveloping key venues and introducing new cultural activities. Additionally, 

there is a requirement to create new venues and there has been strong support 

for the creation of a contemporary art centre, museum of Aberdeen and increased 

levels of affordable gallery and studio space.  

PERCEPTION OF THE CITY 
Aberdeen’s identity as the ‘Energy Capital of Europe’ and as the ‘The Granite City’ 

has provided the city with a common perception as an industrial city. This 

perception has been a key factor in highlighting the need to establish a stronger 

cultural identity. Additionally the city’s position in the North East of Scotland has 

also led to a perception that it is nationally and internationally isolated from the 

main cultural centres.  

POOR COMMUNICATION OF CULTURAL 
OPPORTUNITIES 
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Aberdeen has suffered from an inability to raise sufficient awareness of the range 

of cultural opportunities that are available for both residents and cultural 

deliverers in the city. The consultation highlighted a public perception of difficulty 

in establishing what opportunities were available, while organisations and 

individuals directly involved in delivering cultural activities felt that while progress 

had been made there are insufficient structures and resources in place to raise 

awareness as extensively as desired. 
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OPPORTUNITIES 

Presented below is a summary of the main opportunities that were highlighted 

during the research and consultation process. These were considered in the 

context of how they could be seized upon to help maximise our strengths, 

develop our weaknesses and overcome the challenges ahead in order to achieve 

our vision of becoming a vibrant, creative and ambitious city. 

CREATIVE SCOTLAND 
The creation of Creative Scotland as a new cultural governing body provides 

Aberdeen with the opportunity to re-engage on a national level. With revised 

national priorities and the potential for increased local representation, this 

represents an opportunity for Aberdeen to improve its national profile and raise 

awareness of its culture and the quality and diversity of its cultural programme.  

INTERNATIONALISM 
Aberdeen traditionally has strong international links mainly established through 

industry, education and specific cultural activities. There is significant scope to 

build on these links in order to develop the cultural life of the city. Increasing 

international links can play a crucial role in the development of artists, the 

creation of new work, cultural tourism, audience development, cultural 

understanding and the development of creative businesses. Additionally 

increasing international programming helps to attract new audiences, inspire the 

local arts community and break down cultural stereotypes.  

NATIONAL ORGANISATIONS 
The opportunity exists for Aberdeen to increase engagement with national 

organisations in order to expand the cultural activities available in the city as well 

as preserving and nurturing our existing cultural programme and cultural 

heritage. Currently, organisations such as The Royal Scottish National Orchestra, 

Scottish Ensemble, Scottish Chamber Orchestra, Scottish Ballet and Scottish 

Opera all hold annual performance programmes in the city which have the 

potential capacity for development. 

OLYMPIC AND COMMONWEALTH 
GAMES  
With the 2012 Olympic Games in London and the Commonwealth Games coming 

to Scotland in 2014, there is a unique opportunity for sport and the arts in 

Aberdeen to work together to capitalise on the increase in the nations 

international profile. With increased allocation of funding assigned towards both 
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games, there is a particular opportunity to forge partnerships which will bring 

additional investment towards cultural activity in the city.  

PUBLIC CONSULTATION AND DEBATE 
The consultation and debate over the future of Union Terrace Gardens and the UK 

City of Culture opportunity has clearly shown that the residents of Aberdeen are 

passionate about the cultural future of the city. There is a clear opportunity to 

engage more frequently and in a more structured manner in order to clearly 

establish and understand the wants and needs of Aberdeen and its residents.  

UK CITY OF CULTURE 
The launching of a UK City of Culture competition by the UK government provides 

an opportunity and a goal for cities with a strong cultural vision such as Aberdeen 

to work towards a prestigious, national cultural accolade. The introduction of a 

national cultural award recognises the wider economic, social and community 

benefits that focusing on culture can bring to a city and follows on from 

Liverpool’s successful year as European City of Culture in 2008.  The first such 

award will be made in 2013 and on a four year cycle thereafter.   

WORK WITH ABERDEENSHIRE 
The joint Cultural Pathfinder project in 2007/8 funded by the Scottish 

Government highlighted a number of ways the two authorities could work more 

closely.  Audiences for the arts, and the creative practitioners who live and work 

in the region, do not distinguish between the two authorities and there are good 

practices and common areas for development in which it makes sense to share in 

a more formal and structured way. 
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THREATS 
This list provides a summary of the main threats identified during the research 

and consultation. While the impact of these threats can only be estimated, there 

is a requirement for Aberdeen to be progressive and flexible in order to minimise 

this impact and in certain circumstances turn threats into opportunities.  

INABILITY TO ACCESS EXTERNAL 
FUNDING 
With potential reductions in allocations to local government there is increased 

competition and pressure to attract external funding to support and develop 

cultural provisions. This threat is also exacerbated by a general reduction in 

external funding streams available for culture with private sector sponsorship, 

fund awarding bodies and trusts also facing reduced budgets and alternative 

priorities such as the Olympic and Commonwealth games.  

CHANGES IN ACCESS TO CULTURE 
While culture in its broadest sense is innately engaged with, there have been 

significant changes in the way that particular strands of culture are accessed. The 

rise of the internet and other technologies has created new ways of accessing 

information and communicating. This has led to a climate where cultural 

organisations and individuals have to continually review and adapt the ways in 

which they deliver and communicate. The significant level of flexibility and 

resources required to continually monitor and successfully adapt to these changes 

represents a significant risk to developing culture in the future.  

DEMOGRAPHIC TRENDS 
There are significant changes in the city’s future demographic make-up which 

represents a potential risk in developing culture in the city. The proportion of 

people aged over 65 is projected to rise from the current level of 15% to 27% in 

2031 while the number of school aged children has fallen significantly with further 

declines anticipated over the next few years. The risk lies in the requirement to 

successfully assess this change and adapt in a manner which does not negatively 

affect the cultural life of the city.  

ENGAGING WITH HARD TO REACH 
GROUPS 
In 2006 the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation indicated that 10% of 267 

Aberdeen City zones were among the 15% poorest in Scotland. Addressing the 

poverty of aspiration, health and income which exists for some of the City’s 

communities remains a priority for the city. The threat to developing culture lies 
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in our ability to successfully identify the cultural requirements within these areas. 

This must be achieved in order to provide activity and a cultural understanding 

which is relevant and accessible and which subsequently allows for culture to play 

a prominent role in addressing these issues.   

LOCAL AUTHORITY BUDGETS 
The current financial climate within local authorities is one of reduced expenditure 

across the majority of services. This reduction is predicted to continue for several 

years and this represents a significant threat to developing culture in the city. 

There is a potential shift in the level of cultural activities delivered directly by 

Aberdeen City Council which could change the role of the local authority within 

the cultural programme of the city. This is recognised within national discussions 

which have outlined the requirement on local authorities to adapt and increasingly 

become partners, stakeholders and commissioners in the delivery of cultural 

provision.  

POTENTIAL CHANGES IN GOVERNMENT 
With a General, Scottish and Local election all scheduled to take place over the 

timeline of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ there is the potential for significant political 

changes. While the specific impact this could have on the cultural sector in 

Aberdeen is impossible to gauge, the threat lies in the requirement to be flexible 

to adapt to potential changes in policies, budget priorities and general cultural 

approaches that changes in local and national political leadership can bring.  

REDUCED EXPENDITURE ON CULTURAL 
ACTIVITIES 
While the impact of the global recession may not have directly impacted 

Aberdeen to the same extent as other areas of the country, its current and 

potential impact on the cultural sector in the city cannot be underestimated. With 

increased levels of unemployment and a general climate of reduced expenditure 

there is the potential for a negative effect on particular cultural activities. The 

common perception of expenditure on cultural activities as non-essential further 

adds to this threat which has the potential to heavily impact on already below 

average attendance and participation rates.   
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ABERDEEN’S VISION 

Aberdeen will be a vibrant, 

creative and ambitious city 

This vision, as it should be, is one of great aspiration. It is a vision which 

acknowledges the need for developing culture in Aberdeen and one which signals 

a will for a brighter cultural future. It is a vision which sets the tone for a shift in 

Aberdeen’s priorities, advocating for the development of culture as one of the key 

components towards a prosperous future for the city.  

The vision was established from the key themes, which shone through during the 

development of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’. The key requirements and the main 

objectives that were identified clearly presented a vision of the city becoming 

more culturally vibrant with increased levels of creativity and a general sense of 

cultural ambition. 

There is no doubt that significant progress is required to achieve such a vision 

however there is also no doubt that Aberdeen is a city with huge cultural potential 

which should have no reason not to successfully achieve such ambitions.  

However, a vision is, after all, only words and these are words which mean little 

without the necessary actions to make them a reality. By being a document which 

will provide strategic actions, provide the framework for individual work plans and 

act as a basis for collective monitoring and recording, ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ seeks to 

be a pivotal first step in Aberdeen’s development towards becoming a ‘vibrant, 

creative and ambitious city’. 
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OBJECTIVES 

The ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ research and consultation allowed for the key 

requirements in developing culture in the city to be established. These 

requirements were considered and have acted as the basis for the development 

of the five main strategic objectives of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’.  

The five main objectives of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ are presented below with a 

summary of the key requirements identified within each. It is crucial to note that 

these objectives and the requirements categorised under each are intrinsically 

linked to all other objectives. It is because of this that these objectives must be 

considered collectively and the ability to successfully meet our vision of becoming 

a ‘vibrant, creative and ambitious’ city requires successfully meeting each 

objective.  

ESTABLISH A COHESIVE CULTURAL 
SECTOR 
A key requirement identified was the necessity to increase communication 

throughout the cultural sector in the city. With the increased importance of 

partnership working through joint projects and the sharing of resources, 

knowledge and skills it was clear that the structures were not in place to ensure 

that this happens as consistently and extensively as required. 

Within this requirement it was identified that communication between cultural 

organisations in terms of how they facilitate joint working opportunities and share 

resources was inconsistent due to the lack of structured communication and 

networking opportunities. Further to this, individual cultural practitioners 

identified a requirement for a more structured approach to raising awareness of 

opportunities to work collaboratively with cultural organisations. Specifically 

organisations often have difficulty gaining an understanding of the skills available 

in the city while individuals often lack the confidence and knowledge to approach 

organisations about potential opportunities for collaboration.  

Finally it was also highlighted that creating a cohesive cultural sector was the only 

way to directly address the identified weakness of a lack of a collective voice. 

There is a requirement to create a structure which allows all individuals and 

organisations to communicate consistently and effectively. From this structure, 

information can be collated collectively and presented in a manner which is 

representative of the city and carries increased authority in advocating for culture 

as a priority. 
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INCREASE COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
IN CULTURAL ACTIVITY  
The low participation rates highlighted as a weakness clearly illustrate the 

requirement to increase community engagement in cultural activity. Within this 

objective, several key overarching requirements which cut across all the 

objectives were identified including the need to increase support to our existing 

cultural programme, to introduce new cultural opportunities and to increase 

collaborative working. 

More specifically another requirement was identified in successfully increasing 

community engagement in cultural activity. The research and consultation clearly 

highlighted that there is a lack of knowledge and understanding on the causes of 

low participation across all demographic groups and areas throughout the city. It 

was identified that there was a crucial lack of collective research which allowed 

for a clear picture of these causes and barriers to be established. This often 

prevents remedial actions to address low participation rates from being 

successfully developed and implemented.  

The identification of poor communication of cultural opportunities as a weakness 

represents a direct issue in increasing engagement in cultural activity. There is a 

requirement to extend the ability of organisations and individuals involved in 

culture to raise awareness of opportunities as extensively as possible. This 

requirement covers all objectives however also relates directly to the lack of 

information which allows them to advertise in a manner which is relevant and 

accessible to their specific target groups.  

IMPROVE THE CITY’S CULTURAL 
PROFILE 
It is clear from the analysis undertaken that there is a requirement to increase 

the city’s profile locally, nationally and internationally. The low participation rates 

and levels of cultural tourism along with the common industrial perception of the 

city provide stark evidence for the requirement for Aberdeen to increase its 

cultural profile.  

Within this objective, several major requirements were highlighted. The city has a 

culture and cultural programme which has been identified as a key strength and 

clearly there is an inherent need to increase the level of awareness of this. This 

relates directly to the need to improve communication of cultural opportunities 

however it also links into the need for the city to increase engagement both 

nationally and internationally.  

While some existing aspects of the city’s culture and cultural programme possess 

a significant national and international reputation, there is a requirement for the 
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city to increase its media coverage of this and also increase its presence amongst 

major partners in order to attract increased levels of significant national and 

international events and collections to the city.  

INCREASE INVESTMENT IN CULTURE 
While the current financial environment is not advantageous for the objective of 

increasing investment in culture, it was identified that Aberdeen requires 

significant additional investment in order to develop and meet its cultural 

potential.  

It is generally accepted that it is unrealistic to expect significant additional 

investment from local authority or central government. Thus there is a 

requirement to increase engagement with external funding providers. It was 

identified that there is a general lack of collective information on the current level 

of additional investment in cultural activity in the city and how this sits in a 

national context.  

Along side this there is a lack of knowledge on where any additional funding is 

coming from and what opportunities the city is not fully exploring. There is also 

the requirement to increase the level of support provided to assist cultural 

organisations and individuals within the city to successfully attract additional 

funding. Currently there is a lack of knowledge on available opportunities as well 

as a lack of training opportunities to provide the necessary skills and confidence 

which are required.  

Another key requirement in the need to increase investment in culture is to 

improve the understanding of culture not as a separate concept but instead 

understanding the essential role it can play in enhancing other services, projects, 

investments and to the city as a whole.  

EFFECTIVELY MONITOR AND EVALUATE 
THE IMPACT OF CULTURE 
As identified in the analysis there is a lack of evidence for the benefits of culture 

in Aberdeen. While this is not a problem which is unique to the city, it is 

symptomatic of the lack of effective collective monitoring and evaluating. There is 

no doubt that the inability to effectively monitor, evaluate and communicate the 

impact of culture is central to several of the city’s cultural weaknesses as 

identified during the development of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’.  

Individuals and organisations currently record information on their specific 

activity. However this information, while regularly used internally or to provide 

evidence to funding providers, is not based upon a set structure and is not 

collated to help present a beneficial city-wide perspective.  
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While ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ aspires to address this requirement by providing a 

structure and framework which will allow consistent information to be collated 

there is still a significant requirement to offer additional support to organisations 

and individuals. Providing the resources, knowledge and skills to effectively 

monitor and evaluate the impact of culture provides a range of benefits to the 

respective individual or organisation and to the city as a whole. 
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CULTURAL FORUM 
ACTIONS 
The cultural forum has identified five key strategic actions which as a collective 

group it can lead upon. These actions will be led and monitored by the Cultural 

Forum however they will require working closely with partners who sit outside the 

current forum membership. The Cultural Forum will include detailed progress 

updates on each action as part of its annual ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ progress report.  

DEVELOP AND EXPAND THE ROLE AND 
FUNCTIONS OF THE CULTURAL FORUM 
The Cultural Forum acknowledges its potential to play a pivotal role in developing 

a more cohesive cultural sector, however the forum also recognises its current 

limitations and the need to develop and expand its current role and functions. In 

order to do this the forum is committed to implementing two main actions.  

The first action will be to review the current forum membership in order to 

establish if there are any gaps in knowledge, skills and representation which 

could be addressed in order enhance the core Cultural Forum function. Following 

this review, identified organisations or individuals will be invited to join the 

Cultural Forum.  

While this review will be beneficial, the Cultural Forum is still limited in its current 

capacity and a second action will be to develop and facilitate a network of smaller 

sub-groups based around particular areas within the cultural sector and specific 

objectives within ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’. This network will be open to all relevant 

individuals and organisations providing increased opportunities to communicate 

with partners as well as playing a crucial role in meeting the objectives of ‘Vibrant 

Aberdeen’.  

DELIVER EXTENSIVE RESEARCH INTO 
CULTURAL PARTICIPATION 
As a key strategic action the cultural forum will lead extensive research into 

cultural participation in Aberdeen. This will take various forms including the 

collation of information that is recorded throughout the city along with extensive 

public engagement. 

This research will aspire to cover a wide range of issues related to cultural 

participation including current cultural participation rates and barriers to 

participation across all areas and demographic groups in the city. Tangible 

measurements such as attendances at events or the number of residents who 
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read regularly will be balanced with intangible elements such as recording the 

comments in relation to the enjoyment of an event or the identified benefits of 

reading.  

The results from the research will be presented in a report which can be utilised 

throughout the city to assist with developing individual action plans towards 

increasing engagement in cultural activity. 

LEAD BID FOR UK CITY OF CULTURE 
2017 
The Cultural Forum is committed to leading the potential bid for UK City of 

Culture in 2017. As an initial step the forum will lead on the delivery of a 

feasibility study which will present all the factors to be considered prior to 

submitting the bid. This will be complimented by full consultation with the city’s 

residents in order to establish a collective view on the feasibility of submitting a 

bid and the wants and needs for both a year of culture programme and future 

legacy.  

This lead role indicates a commitment to develop any bid in full partnership with 

local, national and international partners from both within and out with the 

cultural sector. In particular the forum will be required to establish a framework 

for a team which would be capable of submitting and delivering a successful bid.  

COMMISSION RESEARCH INTO 
EXTERNAL INVESTMENT  
In order to directly impact upon the objective of increasing investment in culture 

the forum will commission research into external investment. This research will 

have the remit to establish the current levels of external cultural investment, 

mapping out current trends and good practice examples. Further to this the 

research will aspire to identify gaps in external funding which could be pursued as 

well as the required training in order to provide relevant individuals and 

organisations with the required resources and skills. The research will also include 

investigation into the creation of alternative structures which could be beneficial 

in collectively attracting additional external funding including the feasibility of 

developing a cultural foundation for Aberdeen. 

This will initially involve internal research but will be developed by working with 

specialist consultants. This research will produce a report which will lead to a 

structured action plan in order to address the issues highlighted. This is likely to 

include the creation of a structured programme of training and information 

sessions and networking opportunities in order to support cultural organisations 

and individuals to attract additional external funding.  
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RECORD AND MONITOR THE IMPACT 
OF ‘VIBRANT ABERDEEN’  
Following the launch of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ the forum will begin work on 

establishing the measurement criteria and recording and monitoring tools that are 

required to successfully measure against the stated objectives.  

A review of the current recording and monitoring both locally and nationally will 

be carried out to gain a full understanding of the information that is currently 

being collected. From this it will be identified where current recording and 

monitoring can be adapted or developed to ensure consistent and accurate 

monitoring of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’s’ objectives.  

As ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ outlines a series of new objectives, it will be crucial that 

following the establishment of an appropriate recording framework baseline 

figures based around the objectives are produced. It is from these baseline 

figures that the impact of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ will be monitored. These results will 

be presented in an annual ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ progress report.   
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INDIVIDUAL ACTION 
PLANS 
While the cultural forum actions will provide benefits towards meeting the 

objectives of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’, the individual action plans of organisations, 

groups and individuals within the cultural sector of the city will be the central 

component in successfully meeting these objectives. 

‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ is a partnership document and thus does not provide a list of 

individual actions. Instead it provides a framework from which individual action 

plans can be based and the partners within the cultural forum all already 

committed to adopting ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ as a joint strategy. The partners within 

the forum are committed to: 

• Creating action plans which allocate resources towards meeting 

‘Vibrant Aberdeen’s’ objectives. 

• To recording and presenting information to allow for consistent and 

accurate monitoring on the objectives presented in ‘Vibrant 

Aberdeen’. 

• Where appropriate working collaboratively to share resources, 

knowledge and skills in order to work towards successfully achieving 

‘Vibrant Aberdeen’s’ objectives. 

While this commitment is a useful starting point it is acknowledged that the 

Cultural Forum partners do not fully represent the cultural output of the city. The 

forum welcomes engagement with organisations, groups and individuals who wish 

to work towards achieving the objectives within ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’. In order to do 

this, any interested group or individual can contact the Cultural Forum through 

any of the contact details provided to discuss planning and monitoring around the 

‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ framework. 
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VIBRANT ABERDEEN’ 
DIAGRAM 
 
This diagram presents an illustration of the objectives and actions within ‘Vibrant 

Aberdeen’. Detailed under each objective are the key requirements and cultural 

forum actions that were identified for each along with a presentation of the role of 

individual action plans. Also presented in the table are the desired outcomes that 

were identified during the development of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’. 
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APPENDIX 1: DEFINING 
CULTURE 
The question of defining culture is one which has led to a never ending pursuit for 

the sole definition that finds unanimous agreement and understanding. In truth, 

there is no right, wrong or definitive definition of culture. Ultimately culture is so 

all encompassing and subjective that on an individual level there is little 

requirement for, or any validity in, providing a definition.  

The nature of culture is such that if asked to provide a definition we would all 

undoubtedly provide an exclusive response based upon our own interpretation.  

This interpretation, shaped from the unique environments and experiences that 

surround us throughout our lives, is often impossible to clearly communicate in 

words. Some may provide an answer based upon tangible aspects of culture such 

as visual arts, literature, museums or architecture. Others may consider 

intangible elements; memories, experiences or a sense of personal or community 

identity. The difficulty in communicating our understanding of culture is that it is 

so extensive, surrounding each aspect of our lives to the extent that we often 

don’t realise it’s there. This is perhaps summed up in one of the more creative 

attempts at defining culture provided by German author Hans Magnus 

Enzensberger who stated that “Culture is a little like dropping an Alka-Seltzer into 

a glass - you don't see it, but somehow it does something”. 

While culture is clearly subjective on an individual level, within ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ 

it is crucial to adopt a definition in order to provide clarity on the scope of the 

document. In order to be consistent with national policy and strategy documents, 

‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ has adopted the definition provided by the United Kingdom 

Government’s Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS). This definition 

covers both tangible and intangible dimensions of culture providing a suitable 

representation of the scope of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’.  

The two-part definition provided by the DCMS is: 

MATERIAL DIMENSION 
Performing and Visual arts, craft and fashion: media, film, TV, video 

and language: museums, artefacts, archives and design: libraries, 

literature, writing and publishing: the built heritage, architecture, 

landscape and archaeology: children’s play, playgrounds and play 

activities: tourism, festivals and attractions: informal leisure pursuits 
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VALUE DIMENSION: 
Relationships, shared memory, experience and identity: diverse 

cultural, religious and historic backgrounds: standards, and what we 

consider valuable to pass on to future generations. 

The DCMS also considers sporting activity and open spaces as part of its 

definition. While these are not specifically covered in ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ but in ‘Fit 

for the Future’ the sister strategy on sport and physical activity in Aberdeen, 

there is an acknowledgement of crossover elements such as the link between 

heritage trails and physical activity.   
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APPENDIX 2: WHY 
CREATE ‘VIBRANT 
ABERDEEN’? 
This is a crucial question and it is one that was continually considered during the 

development of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’. With several local and national policies and 

strategies which directly and indirectly impact culture in Aberdeen there was a 

real need to be clear on the benefits of developing a specific cultural strategy.  

The DCMS within its ‘creating opportunities paper’ identified the benefits that 

localised cultural strategies can bring. The paper outlines that localised strategies 

provide the necessary flexibility, level of local level engagement and tailored 

strategic direction to allow a city or region to develop towards its own unique 

ambitions. Having considered this, it was clear that a specific cultural strategy for 

Aberdeen would bring significant benefits. Aberdeen is city with its own culture, 

blessed with unique individuals, communities, architecture and heritage and it 

became clear that national policies did not fully reflect this uniqueness or the 

level of our cultural aspirations.  

The aim of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ is to present a shared vision for Aberdeen and to 

outline the key objectives which lie behind successfully working towards this 

vision. The document does not provide an exhaustive list of actions nor does it 

have a specific art form focus. Instead it provides the strategic framework which 

organisations and individuals will utilise to develop their cultural output shifting 

the emphasis away from, what a strategy can do for us towards asking what we 

can do to deliver the strategy.  

This document therefore outlines shared objectives, providing the framework 

through which cultural providers will base action and work plans in order to meet 

these objectives. These action plans will contain specific tasks and targets which 

will be reported consistently to initially allow for baselines to be established and 

development to be monitored.  

This strategy aims to: 

• Provide a framework for cultural providers to base action plans where 

allocations of resources and skills will be set. 

• Enable a collaborative approach to the development of cultural 

activity throughout the city. 
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• Create and communicate a shared vision for the cultural development 

of the city. 

• Generate discussion and debate based around current and future 

cultural issues. 

• Establish a shared census for recording and monitoring the 

development of culture in Aberdeen. 
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APPENDIX 3: 
DEVELOPMENT OF 
‘VIBRANT ABERDEEN’ 
The Cultural Forum for Aberdeen, created as part of city’s first community plan in 

2001, has led the development of ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’. Aberdeen’s community plan 

identified key challenge areas, outlining the specific challenges within each and 

set targets to address these. Fourteen challenge forums were created, bringing 

together relevant partners from the public, private, voluntary and community 

sectors to progress these targets. Developing culture was identified as one of the 

key challenges within the city and the Cultural Forum was formed with a remit of 

developing a city-wide cultural strategy.  

The Forum initially developed the strategy through to draft stage through various 

workshops, internal consultation and the establishment of a strategy sub-group. 

Following the completion of a draft, ‘Vibrant Aberdeen’ was opened up for public 

consultation. This consultation took the form of an on-line survey, individual 

consultation meetings and a range of question and answer sessions delivered 

throughout the city. The level and enthusiasm of the responses received during 

the consultation was excellent and reaffirmed that the people of Aberdeen are 

passionate about developing culture in the city. This feedback has been 

incorporated into the final version you are reading now to provide a document 

which is truly reflective of the whole of the city.  

THE CULTURAL FORUM CURRENTLY 
CONSISTS OF REPRESENTATIVES FROM: 
Aberdeen Arts Centre; Aberdeen City Council (Museums and Galleries, Libraries 

and Information Services, Arts Development, Arts Education, Dance, Events, 

Strategy and Economic Development); Aberdeen College; Aberdeen International 

Youth Festival; Aberdeen Performing Arts; Aberdeenshire Council; The Civic 

Forum; Cultural Enterprise Office; Creative Cultures Scotland; Gordon 

Highlanders Museum; Grampian Hospital Arts Trust; Multi Ethnic Aberdeen Ltd; 

NEAT (North East Arts Touring); Peacock Visual Arts;  Robert Gordon University; 

Scottish Culture and Traditions;  Station House Media Unit; Scottish Arts Council; 

The Tivoli Trust and The University of Aberdeen 


