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The Cultural Observatory concept

• Originally French / Europe
• Augustin Girard, DEP
• L’Observatoire du Grenoble
• Mark Schuster – “bridging the cultural 

policy research infrastructure”
• Serving the cultural policy research 

community 
• Collaborating with the community





Cultural Observatories in Canada

• 2 Canadian public sector services have leveraged the Observatory
concept … but in different ways

• Canadian Cultural Observatory
– Knowledge aggregation and exchange on-line via interactive 

Culturescope.ca portal and off-line through partnered events
– Managed by Department of Canadian Heritage but collaborative
– Focus on policy research trends, information, no original 

research
• l’Observatoire de la culture et des communications du Québec

– Focus on managing data surveys, research and analysis
– Dissemination through traditional research publications
– Part of of the l’Institut de la statistique du Québec 
– Draws on expertise of the l’Institut as well as through a number of sector 

advisory bodies





Is it possible to define and 
measure the cultural activity

of nations?

- to define?  No

- to depict?  Perhaps

- to measure?  Sometimes.

- to observe?  Mais oui!

- how to observe?  Objectively, except with a bias towards the 
importance of culture and cultural policy within the broader activities of 
society and economy and the public agendas.

- what to observe?  The plethora of measurements, studies, data, 
reports, research and analysis, announcements, data and information 
both qualitative and quantitative

- what perspective? That of the community of practice, who are also the 
producers of that knowledge.

- Defining user needs? By engaging them and supporting their 
engagement with each other.



What is the appropriate role of
governments in gathering and 

disseminating information on the cultural 
sector? (1)

Gathering information

– an undeniable public sector activity (e.g. Statistics Canada, 
performance data or cultural policy and programs, commissioned 
studies) 

- is not and should not be the only source

Using information 

– public cultural authorities need it for good policy making and 
program management

-cultural sector for good decision making in the delivery of culture

-The cultural research community to provide new knowledge and 
analysis

- the media to critically review 



What is the appropriate role of
governments in gathering and 

disseminating information on the cultural
sector? (2)

Disseminating information

– a more complex question

- is government directly responsible for disseminating all information, 
notwithstanding source or should it focus only ‘official’ information?

- what is the proper editorial stance?

- what are informational needs of the community and what type of 
services are required to meet those needs? 

- what degree of interactivity, networking, exchange would a full-
service observatory provide?









How has the Cultural Observatory 
movement, often considered a European 

invention, fared in the Americas?
- it is alive, but often under different alias

- concept easier to embrace in Latin America given a more 
“European” take-up of culture in general – lots of observatarios 

- is as strong or weak as the public cultural sector since in the end, 
as focus is on on cultural development for public policy-making

- overshadowed by entities that focus more on sectoral 
representation or  advocacy (which can compromise the impartial 
or neutral stance required of a model observatory)

-works better when there is already some aspects of a cultural 
information system in place. Otherwise, priority is on primary 
research or building information systems.

- scoping often a challenge (general or narrow)

- easier at the national, sub-national, local level with public support

- much more difficult across national borders, languages which 
requires a networking function and supra-national funding.



What are the successes and failures of 
cultural observatories in North America 

and elsewhere?
- Canadian observatories exist due to public sector funding, 
but not without difficulty / mandate / sustainability issues.

- U.S. observatory-like entities are primarily located within 
academic institutions (Princeton, Chicago) while others that  
(Center for Arts and Culture) have closed down.

- Latin American Observatories are a mix, suffering due 
under-developed cultural information systems to draw on.

- Proposal for an “Inter-American Cultural Policy 
Observatory” has been superseded by CIS efforts

- UNESCO Network of Cultural Observatories has been 
moribund for a number of years. 

- Observatory function proposed to support the UNESCO 
cultural diversity convention, but was not adopted due to 
concerns over costs of a traditional observatory structure.

- European LabforCulture, funded by the rich European 
Cultural Foundation as well as the EU, Member States and 
other foundations is, carefully finding its groove.
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