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Basic philosophy, spirit and drive of an organization have far more to 

do with its relative achievements than do technological or economic 

resources, organizational structure, innovation and timing.

- Marvin Bower, American business theorist
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Our ambition with Leaders Stories is not 
at all to offer a «leadership decalogue» 
or a «12 principles for becoming a better 
leader» handbook. Instead this publication 
will introduce you to some of the main 
topics in Leadership from a very practical 
and action-based approach based on the 
personal experience of 11 leaders of inde-
pendent cultural centres from Scandinavia 
and Latin-Europe. These leaders might be 
models of leadership or not. But that is not 
important at all. What really counts here 
is that they are real leaders in real leader-
ship circumstances and working with real 
people in real cultural centres. Some of the 
interviewed leaders don’t have any specific 
training on leadership or even on manage-
ment. Some of them approach leadership 
from an absolutely intuitive way while oth-
er leaders have specific leadership training 
or are even experts in certain leadership 
methodologies.
 
Therefore, the interviews in this publication 
are not meant to be comprehensive guides 
to a set of leadership models but rather to 
highlight the great diversity of independent 
cultural centres around Europe as well as 
their varied governance models, the strong 
drive of the people behind them and the 
uniqueness of their leaders.
 
The diversity of leadership approaches that 
can be found in this publication also arises 
from the fact that Northern and South-
ern Europe are two completely different 
realities. One of the main differences is the 
public administration’s respect and sup-
port of independent cultural initiatives in 
Scandinavia that is far from the situation 

in Southern Europe, where the relation be-
tween cultural citizen initiatives and public 
administration is usually conflict-ridden. 
Another big difference between the two 
European regions is related to the work 
conditions. While in Scandinavia these 
kinds of organisations are very profession-
alized, in Southern Europe precarious work 
is commonplace in independent cultural 
centres.
 
Leaders Stories’ interviews then cover a 
wide range of topics. They start with the 
particular situation of each leader and the 
circumstances that brought them to a lead-
ership position in their centres. The leaders 
talk about their personal motivations, their 
professional backgrounds, their leadership 
styles, their values and some of them even 
share some of their favourite management 
tools.
 
Regarding the organisational model of the 
cultural centres whose leaders we have in-
terviewed, diversity is also essential. Some 
of the centres are self-managed collective 
centres lead by volunteers, while other 
centres have a very professional business 
management approach. Due to this we have 
dedicated a part of the interviews to the 
centre’s governance model and the deci-
sion-making processes.
 
Strategic planning and tactical implemen-
tation were also some of the main topics 
in our conversations with the interviewed 
leaders. Accordingly we also discussed 
about the effectiveness and the evaluation 
of their programmes, projects and actions. 
Even if not directly in the leadership field, 

INTRODUCTION
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we wanted to discuss some financial issues 
with the leaders, like their business mod-
els, their fundraising policies, their budget 
management system and how is it to deal 
with limited resources and old -industrial 
or not- buildings.
 
The interviews also provide lots of ex-
amples and tips about relationships with 
stakeholders and staff. In fact much of the 
information in the interviews is about the 
relationships among the members of the 
team, recruitment processes, empowering 
the staff, conflict resolution, etc. Moreover 
we didn’t forget to discuss about how it is 
to deal with politicians and the public ad-
ministration and the importance of taking 
care of the neighbours and communities 
around independent cultural centres.
 
Finally, the aim of Leaders Stories is to put 
together the experiences of some leaders 
working in the independent cultural sector 
in a way that can be inspiring for other 
culture professionals.

THE PROJECT LEADERS LAB
Leaders Stories is the result of several con-
nected leadership projects lead by Trans 
Europe Halles since 2008. The last one of 
these was called Leaders Lab and it is the 
one that directly inspired Leaders Stories.
 
Leaders Lab project has its origin in 2008 
with the beginnings of Trans Nordic Net, 
an informal network of Scandinavian Trans 
Europe Halles members. During a Trans 
Nordic Net meeting, the group decided to 
start up a training programme for leaders 
of independent cultural centres in Scandi-
navia. After the first session of the pro-
gramme hosted by Subtopia (Stockholm) 

in 2009, the group regularly met for about 
two years with the aim of establishing a 
platform for mutual support and sharing 
tools for handling the everyday leadership 
in independent cultural organizations.
 
Due to the success of that Scandinavian 
cultural leaders training, Trans Europe 
Halles decided to develop the concept and 
expand it to Latin European countries. 
That’s how in 2011 Leaders Lab started as 
a process-oriented experience exchange 
on leadership. This time the focus was to 
connect leaders of independent cultural 
centres in some of the Scandinavian coun-
tries (Finland, Sweden and Norway) with 
leaders from some Latin European coun-
tries (France, Spain, Italy and Portugal). 
The main goal of Leaders Lab was to create 
the conditions for fourteen leaders to share 
experiences and insights about leadership 
from very different contexts –Scandinavia 
and Latin Europe– and boost inter-region-
al collaboration in times of political and 
financial uncertainty.
 
During two years and a half (2011-2013), 
five meetings were organized in five 
different independent cultural centres in 
five European countries: Mejeriet in Lund, 
Sweden; La Casa Invisible in Málaga, Spain; 
Mains d’Oeuvres in Saint-Ouen, France; 
Interzona in Verona, Italy; and Verkatehdas 
in Hämeelinna, Finland. The discussions 
during the meetings were based on per-
sonal case studies, exchange of best prac-
tices among the participants and external 
input from the open-attendance seminars 
on relevant topics that the host cultural 
centres organized along with the meetings.



STUBA NIKULA 
Kaapelitehdas  (HELSINKI, FINLAND)

Position in centre: Managing director (at Kaapelitehdas and Suvihlati) 

Working in Kaapelitehdas: 2006 
Professional inspiration: My former chairman of the board who is still active and curious person in his 
sixties. 
What my centre means to me: Inspiring work place. More than just a place to spend my hours in. 
Most important words for leadership in an independent centre: Talk. Think. Talk.   

Kaapelitehdas
Founded: 1992
Yearly visitors: 500 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 14 / 15 / 0
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 100%
Previous function of the buildings: a Nokia Cable factory 
Total space of the centre: 57 000 sqm 

Our vision: Kaapelitehdas is a municipality owned company that renovates the spaces and rent 
them out for arts, culture and creative industries. We recycle industrial heritage into cultural 
centres. Kaapelitehdas vision is to combine industrial heritage with the needs of cultural operators 
which creates interesting spaces that are important for the municipality in its large scale strategic 
planning. 

www.kaapelitehdas.fi
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BECOMING A LEADER
I am a leader by accident and I am also working in the culture field by accident. I 
studied to become a mathematics teacher but during my studies I volunteered in a 
cultural centre, working as a security guard for big gigs and other similar positions. 
With time I started to take more and more responsibility at the centre and when I 
graduated I was working as a production manager for a Finnish promoter, organising 
concerts and tours for bands in the Baltic countries and that kind of stuff. Then I was 
contacted by the youth association that I used to volunteer for because they wanted 
to set up a production company to start a rock festival in Helsinki which nowadays 
is a very successful and popular festival in Finland: Tuska. That is how I started my 
career. My first paid job was as a Managing Director... but it was only me there. 

My first contact with Kaapeli was in 1993 when I organised an event here. After that 
I organised quite a lot of concerts in this cultural centre. And from 1996 to 2000 the 
headquarters of the promoter I worked for as a Production Manager were here. So I 
have been around quite a lot. One day Kaapeli opened the Managing Director posi-
tion and I was contacted by one member of the Board to apply for it. I got the job and 
started working here in 2006.

SKILLS
I have a very analytic mind thanks to my education background. I know numbers and 
I can use Excel, which are the two main tools for a production manager. The combina-
tion of time, money, staff and resources can help you achieve your strategic goals. But 
that’s not all, because I can easily work with artists, which usually have a completely 
different way of thinking.

Apart from the analytical skills, the most important competence is communication. 
You can learn how to communicate with your staff and other people, but as we say 
in Finland “it must come from the spine”. Intuitively you must know what to say, how 
to say it, who should say it and when to say it. In this sense and regarding the media, 
I have always made a clear distinction between my personal opinion and my profes-
sional opinion. I have never had any problems with it. I can do any kind of communi-
cation with the media if it is work related. That’s something I have learnt in my family 
since I was a child because my father was a politician and my brother is kind of a 
celebrity.

A good media communication requires planning and a deep understanding of how 
media works. Since the leader of a project is a public figure and surely has opinions, 
he can reasonably formulate them. I never give my opinion on issues that don’t have 
anything to do with us but when the topic is of our interest, I publicly state my opin-
ion.
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PERSONAL LIFE
In my personal life I am really happy to follow others. I don’t need to be a leader all 
the time. I enjoy someone else taking decisions and making plans. Even if this profes-
sion and industry is quite invasive, your job is your passion and your hobby. It is very 
hard for me to say when I am working and when I am not working. I go to concerts 
and festivals, I visit venues and cultural centres all around, even in my free time.

STRATEGY
When I started working in Kaapeli, the company had already existed for 15 years and 
there was no written conceptual document. But obviously there was a certain way of 
planning and doing things. There was a mission and vision but they weren’t shared, 
and every one had a different idea or interpretation of what Kaapeli was. Even inside 
the Board there were two different visions. Some people thought they were working 
for culture and other people were more real-estate oriented.

We were forced to write a strategic plan when we wanted to expand the project ren-
ovating Suvilahti because we had to make things clear and be sure that we were able 
to do it. Suvilahti was the excuse. It was a shared task between us here in the office 
and the Board. However we didn’t invent anything, we just polished what already 
existed; we simplified and put it all into words.

Our mission is to provide space for independent 
artists and artistic groups, as well as to host 
exhibitions and other cultural events, in both a 
nationally and internationally relevant way. What 
we do is to recycle factories into cultural cen-
tres. Kaapeli and Suvilahti have the same vision, 
but in Kaapeli the main focus is on visual arts, 
contemporary dance and music, while Suvilahti is 
focused on contemporary circus, theatre and outdoor events. Our model is based on 
differentiated rates for commercial and non-commercial artistic projects. The artists 
pay less and the commercial operators pay more for the rent. We don’t choose the 
first but the best tenants. For instance, in our opinion the best well-known artists are 
not always the best ones for our project because they are rarely open to collaboration 
with other tenants. That’s why we prefer a capable and productive artist willing to 
collaborate with other people in the building.

We don’t have much money, but we have plenty of time. It’s even good for the process 
to spend some time doing things. We want to keep everything as a process. It’s more 
about having a direction rather than a goal.

Our mission and vision are constantly evolving but the “big goal” must remain the 

Being a leader is a bit 
of a lonely job... In this 
sense, I describe myself 
as a social lone.
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same because our strategy is based on our walls, on our spaces. The best way to make 
our mission and vision evolve is to explain to people inside and outside the organ-
isation what it is that we do and how we do it. Anni Syrjänen (our Communication 
Manager) and I, receive about 100 visiting groups per year. It helps a lot to answer 
questions about our project which are asked by very diverse professionals (politi-
cians, artistic directors, etc.). Anyway, it took me several years to have an answer for 
every question that the visitors asked us.

CULTURAL INDUSTRIES
We have had the opportunity to expand Kaapeli many times (get more space) but we 
want the company to grow in a good manner rather than grow big. I think that it is 
not good for Helsinki to have operators that are too big in arts and culture. It’s better 
to have diversity and different players in the field. A project like Kaapeli can become 
a monopolistic cultural cluster, a kind of black hole, that leaves no room for other 
artistic projects in the city but the best option is to have a balance between clusters 
and disseminated projects. Once again it’s all about diversity.

INDEPENDENCE AND BOARDS
Our company was established by the Municipality but we are completely indepen-
dent since we don’t get any grants or subsidies. That’s why it’s very difficult for 
someone coming from outside to tell us what to do. Of course our Board is appointed 
by the City Board, but it is composed of two politicians (one for each of the two main 
parties, moderate right and green), two city officials, three tenants and an outsider 
as a Chairman. That means that the City’s influence is less than half. I know that in 
other countries you could find, for example, eight politicians and two civil society 

representatives but it is not really the case in 
Scandinavia. 

The board is approved by the Deputy Mayor 
of Real-Estate and it meets about ten times 
a year. The meetings are quite structured. 
There are around four or five recurrent topics: 
finances and budgeting, changes in the tenant’s 
contracts, etc. The chairman of the Board is a 
movie director and he is very firm. He doesn’t 

let irrelevant topics disturb the meetings. The only problem with the Board might be 
that its members have been there for many years. However that’s a fact and if a Man-
aging Director pretends to choose his/her Board, he doesn’t know his/her job. 

We have kind of outsourced 
our R&D department. It is 
our tenants! They tell us 
how we can improve Kaapeli.
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MANAGEMENT STYLE
I consider that my management style is based 
on reasoning and avoiding arrogance. My door 
is always open and I always try to be as laid 
back as possible. That’s easier for me rather 
than being severe. I don’t care about titles. It’s 
all about the expertise and I have confidence in 
my staff. I like to control what’s happening in 
the organisation but I don’t want to control the 
people. We don’t count the work hours here. 
People come to work and they do what they are 
supposed to do. We have a weekly meeting with the board of directors, then every 
week we have a meeting to check the building maintenance program for Kaapeli and 
every other week we have the meeting for Suvilahti. What I want to know in these 
meetings is what’s going on and who is doing what? If I have a decision to make, I al-
ways try to explain the reason to the staff i.e. why we do things like we do. That’s part 
of the pedagogical aspect of my leadership style.

BUDGETING
We plan the budget in October or November. Sometimes even in December. That’s 
because our budget is not based on events. It’s a real-estate budget and the figures 
are pretty stable. For budgeting I have a meeting with the seven directors of the cen-
tre who are responsible for delivering their area’s figures and new ideas. Then I put 
together all the figures.

EVALUATION
We measure some basic facts like the attendance rate of the events or how many of 
our spaces are rented. What we are closely monitoring now is our energy consump-
tion. But we really don’t have any tools for measuring the impact of our work. It’s 
very difficult to do. I don’t even know how many people visit Kaapeli everyday... but 
we don’t see that as a problem. I can go in and out of Kaapeli four times a day... How 
can we measure that? We have thousands of students coming to Kaapeli every year, 
but what does that mean? We know that we attract around 500,000 or 600,000 peo-
ple a year, which is a big amount of people, but I will not waste money or time to get 
those figures. They wouldn’t be true anyway. Of course you would need those figures 
if you’d have to lobby for your existence, but we don’t have to. And what is even more 
difficult than all this is to measure the impact of Kaapeli in the city and we don’t have 
those figures.

...if a Managing Director 
pretends to choose THE 
Board, HE OR SHE doesn’t 
know THEIR job. 
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SPONSORING
Since we don’t have a budget for production we started a sponsoring program in 
which the sponsors had to be close to the content. The result wasn’t good. The spon-
sors were not happy and our tenants didn’t want us to sell sponsor logos for their 
projects... So we cut it down. We always commit to priorities and get to the essence. 
Sometimes I have taken part in negotiations between our tenants and the public 
administration so that they can get grants and funding and thus carry on with their 
activities. Of course, what I am doing is making sure that they pay their rent.

ORGANISATION AND DECISION-MAKING
Since we are a very specialised organisation, every position has a pair with different 
but similar specialities. For instance, we have a Chief of Construction and a Chief of 
Maintenance. Both can discuss issues with their own technical or specialised lan-
guages using the same terminology. Even during the holidays they can replace each 
other or back each other up. They make a team. The Events Coordinator in Kaapeli 
and the Events Coordinator in Suvilahti are also a pair. The Property Manager and the 
Chief of Administration are another pair, etc. The ideal situation is that no one has 

to make decisions alone, even if every 
decision has a responsible person. The 
important thing here is that the respon-
sible person has a colleague to discuss 
with before making a decision. I like to 
push the decision making as far as I can. 
I have an opinion about everything that 
happens here and I can make decisions 
but I am sure that the ones who know 
the issue better than I can make a better 
decision.

Then there is the Board. Every decision 
involving more than 25,000€ is taken 
to the Board. It is not a written rule but 
I also mediate with the Board on some 

decisions concerning our strategic tenants such as the restaurants, tenants renting 
more than 300 square meters or the preliminary contracts for renovation of Suvila-
hti.

A very important part of our organisational structure is our maintenance crew. We 
have four people hired for this task; three in Kaapeli and one in Suvilahti. They are 
always part of our tenant’s lives. Our tenants know that our maintenance crew is 
always there and available to help them.

Our funding model is inspired 
by the shopping mall model. 
The biggest and the smallest 
business pay less. We also 
have differentiated rates 
for commercial and non-
commercial projects.
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STAFF
The best part of this work is working with people and motivating them. But at the 
same time this is the most difficult task. Sometimes it is really hard to be there sur-
rounded by people all the time, because it consumes a lot of my energy. I also need 
my time and space.

What I value the most in my staff is the combination of experience with some person-
al aspects. When hiring someone it is not about getting a nice person. He or she must 
have capabilities and fit into this work atmosphere. It’s about the attitude also. When 
I hired my staff I tried to find very diverse people; different ages, experiences, gen-
der... I like to know that we are diverse... Which sometimes creates problems, but it 
gives more than what it takes. Our Chief of Construction, for instance, he is a 61 year 
old real-estate engineer and our Communication Manager is a woman in her thirties 
with an arts and media research background.

We don’t have any gender equality policy in Kaapeli but in our Board we do use a 
40% rule. That means that no gender can be less than 40% of the members. For the 
staff we didn’t use any rule, I just picked the best applicant for each position. Howev-
er, for the permanent positions I have hired 4 women and 5 men. 



SERGIO FERNÁNDEZ 
Ateneu Santboià  (Sant Boi de LlobregaT, SPAIN)

Started working in Ateneu Santboià: 2009

Professional inspiration: A person who inspires me is Ester Bonal, promoter and director of Xamfrà 
Project, a centre for music and theatre for children and young people located in the neighborhood 
of Raval (Barcelona).

What my centre means to me: For me, the Ateneu is a place full of people eager to learn and exper-
iment with new ways of managing and producing arts involving citizenship in a democratic deci-
sion-making process. It’s a kind of lab. But what really drives us all is that the Ateneu symbolizes 
the will of the people to be actors in the public arena.

Most important words for leadership in an independent centre: people, passion, democracy, responsi-
bility, active citizenship, learning and experimenting.

Ateneu Santboià
Founded: 1905 / squatted 2001
Yearly visitors: 5 000
People working in the centre: 10 permanent volunteers / 100 sporadic volunteers
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 96%
Previous function of the buildings: theatre, cinema, disco and athenaeum
Total space of the centre: 12 000 sqm

Our association is an entity that aims to develop a new model of facilities management in order to 
make the Ateneu Santboià become an independent and self-managed cultural centre. Our mission 
is to promote independent and popular culture involving citizens as active agents. 

www.ateneusantboia.net
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BECOMING A LEADER
I am a social worker and I currently work as a professional musician. I have been 
more or less involved in Ateneu Santboià since it was squatted in 2001. At that time 
I was merely a user of the centre, but about four years ago, I started actively col-
laborating with the collective that squatted the buildings where Ateneu Santboià is 
located.

In 2009 the Ateneu Santboià collective had to face quite important issues regarding 
the centre’s premises because one of the buildings had serious structural problems. 
The Municipality, which owns the buildings, decided to demolish the damaged 
building. We were afraid that it could be an excuse for the Municipality to tear down 
the rest of the buildings where the centre is also located. Many users of the centre, I 
among them, became aware of the situation and strongly engaged in supporting the 
Ateneu. During the demolition work we watched over the buildings 24 hours a day, 
taking it in turns, so the Municipality workmen didn’t demolish any other buildings 
apart from the damaged one.

After that, strong conflicts arose within our collective because we couldn’t find our 
identity as a self-managed cultural centre. Some members disagreed with the aims 
of what we were doing and the way things were done. In January 2010 I attended the 
New Times New Models international conference organised by Trans Europe Halles 
in Maribor, Slovenia. That was, by the way, our first contact with TEH. The reason why 
I attended the conference was that I was new in the organisation and people thought 
that my vision for the project was uncorrupted and I wasn’t directly involved in the 
internal conflicts of the collective. My main goal, when I attended the conference, 
was to bring home some new ideas about how we should manage the collaboration 
with both the public administration and the neighborhood, because the public image 
of the Ateneu was very negative largely due to the way the buildings were occupied. 
There are lots of prejudices about squatting and also about the kind of music we used 
to schedule: hard rock, punk etc.

As a newcomer in the Ateneu, my duties are not as specialised as other members’... 
in fact I just follow orders! I help my colleagues with their tasks and I spend a lot of 
time doing things like bar tending, cleaning, etc. Apart from this I would say that my 
main function in the Ateneu is in “public relations”. I have been delegated the task of 
maintaining relationships with the networks that we work with: Transibérica Net-
work of Independent Cultural Spaces and Trans Europe Halles. I also attend meetings 
with other organisations and with the public administration; I am the Ateneu’s repre-
sentative in the periodic meetings with the Municipality, even though we try to be at 
least two representatives at all the meetings we attend.
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SPONTANEOUS COMMUNITY ACTION
What attracted me the most to Ateneu Santboià before being involved with it, was 
that it was a project lead by very young people doing things... let’s say almost ille-
gally! These people created a cultural structure devoted to music: rehearsal rooms, 
workshops for musicians, periodic concerts, festivals etc. Youngsters like me, from 
the same neighborhood, were following their passion for music and doing amazing 
things with only the resources provided by their creativity and work. When I start-
ed collaborating with the Ateneu I discovered that all I perceived from the outside, 
there were many other things involved like engaging with your community. I became 
involved in this for my own personal interest, for my passion for music... and one day 
I realised that my colleagues and I were working for my community. We are making 
cultural activities accessible to lots of people in our city. And not only that, we also 
empower them to organise the events or activities they want. They don’t have to wait 
for somebody else to provide what they want to have. And all this happens in a very 
spontaneous way.

CONFLICTS INSIDE THE ORGANIZATION
A group of members of the Ateneu had a very clear idea of how things should be 
done from that moment on. So from the beginning, my role in the organisation was to 
gather information about new models of management and collaboration with exter-
nal agents, because we wanted to start a new way of doing things and break with the 
somehow “dark” image of the Ateneu. It is true that inside the collective there was 
also a radical group of members who were absolutely against any relationship with 
the public administration or other non-like-minded organisations. In contrast to 
them we wanted to use dialogue as the foundation for a new Ateneu. We had the in-
tention to sit around the same table with the municipal mayor and the neighborhood 
association to discuss the Ateneu and our plans for the future.

The conflict with the breakaway group didn’t last long and it was not too dramatic. 
We organised a couple of workshops in the Ateneu in order to get acquainted with 
other projects, deepen our relationship with the administration and show how we 
wanted things to be. After that it was clear for everybody how the Ateneu would 
work from then on and that the splitters had just left the Ateneu. It was much easier 
than we had thought and we did it without any confrontation. We just explained our 
future vision for the Ateneu with excitement and our will to involve all the agents in 
the city... because the Ateneu is not only us or for us.

Anyway I understand the fear of change that the splitters had. They had squatted the 
buildings in the early 2000 and spent several years working without the interven-
tion of the public administration, just doing what they wanted to do. They felt that 
their way of acting was just right and even legitimised. But for us it was clear that the 
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bases of the Ateneu had to change and we changed it for the good, for a more open 
and inclusive Ateneu. Even now, three years later, some of the splitters are support-
ing us and are willing to actively take part in the Ateneu. They realise now that we 
didn’t have the intention to sell the Ateneu to the public administration or to become 
municipal officials.

THE IDENTITY OF THE CENTRE
Until 2010 the Ateneu was a squatted self-managed sociocultural centre but that 
year the situation changed due to the fact that the Municipality bought the property 
where the Ateneu is located. Before it was very easy to define the centre. Now it is a 
public space that is used by so many different organisations, not only us the Ateneu 
Santboià Friends Association. Any non-profit organisation can request the use of the 
Ateneu for their activities. Because of this we cannot define the centre now. The only 
thing we can say is that the Ateneu Santboià Friends Association aims to transform 
the Ateneu into a self-managed and independent cultural centre. For this we struggle.

Throughout the years we have been in-
volved in different negotiation processes 
with the public administration. Now, with 
some perspective, we can affirm that the 
most durable and effective process has 
been what we call the “program table”; 
periodic meetings with the Municipal-
ity, with two officials in representation 
of the city and other organisations that 
are involved. During two years we have 
had these “neutral” meetings and thanks 
to them we have been able to keep the Ateneu on good terms with all the agents of 
the city. If things continue down this track the Ateneu with soon be an independent 
self-managed cultural centre, managed by the Ateneu Santboià Friends Association.

COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP
“Leadership” - this concept is so difficult for me to understand. Since I started partic-
ipating in Leaders Lab, this word wasn’t welcomed in the Ateneu. That was because 
the idea of leadership that people have is very hierarchical. It seems that the leader of 
a project is the one who controls everything, the one who decides everything. Instead 
we understand now that leadership is a very positive concept... even if it was really 
hard for us to assimilate the idea. The fact is that in every process the figure of the 
leader or the leaders exist. You can avoid using that word but the facts remain the 
same. In every project there are people who have certain skills, such as knowledge 
and enthusiasm, that make them excel and this is not bad at all. Some people have 

‘LEADERSHIP’ - THE word wasn’t 
welcomed in the Ateneu. 
That was because the idea of 
leadership that people have 
is very hierarchical.
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a broader overview of a project and they can transmit their vision and enthusiasm 
to the rest of the group. In our collective, there a several leaders … and that is very 
dependent on the moment or on the activity we are working on. Different people lead 
different processes in different moments. For instance, my colleague Alba is our lead-
er in “participation and volunteering” activities. She is the one with the expertise and 
the enthusiasm. We wouldn’t be able to work on this without her. There is another 
very important thing to mention when talking about leadership and that is responsi-
bility. If someone wants to lead something, they must be responsible for it.

MISSION & VALUES
Behind the Ateneu Santboià there is a cultural association: the Ateneu Santboià 
Friends Association. Our mission is to transform the Ateneu into a self-managed and 
independent cultural centre. From that starting point there a several ideas that are 
crystal clear for us: the decision-making body is the General Assembly; all activities 
and events have to be non-profit and must be open to the public (this doesn’t mean 
that they ought to be for free); volunteering is key for the development of the project; 
ours is an open organisation in which generational shift is a must, young people can 
be responsible from the day they decide to participate in the Ateneu; we try hard to 
organise ourselves and do everything through participative processes; independence 
and self-management are our main goals.

PROFESSIONALISATION
We are now at a point in which the “program table” with the Municipality is not use-
ful anymore. It was supposed to be an open negotiation table for every organisation 
in the city, but after two years of meetings, the only two agents that have shown a sin-
cere commitment to the Ateneu are the Municipality and ourselves. There are several 
reasons for the lack of commitment from other organisations. They have a different 
type of activity and the Ateneu doesn’t meet their needs or they have a different con-
ception of culture or they are completely dependent on subsidies and they cling to 
that obsolete model of associativism. Anyway Ateneu Santboià Friends Association is 
the most committed organisation in the city with regards to activating those old facil-
ities and the Municipality realises that we can manage the Ateneu through a co-man-
agement system (public - non-profit private). We are now discussing what manage-
ment system could be implemented for the centre. And the professionalisation of 
some of the members of our association is somehow a possibility... if not a need. The 
Municipality proposes to hire one of the members of our association as coordinator 
of the centre. We are not really happy with that option but it is only one option. We 
also want to open the bar every day of the week and we will have to pay the person in 
charge of it. For upcoming events and activities, we want the coordinators to be paid 
for their time and work.



MIA CHRISTERDOTTER NORMAN
RÖDA STEN KONSTHALL (GÖTEBORG, SWEDEN)

Position in centre: Director 
Professional inspiration: Art, politics & literature. I get inspired by committed co-workers, other 
leaders for example the TEH leaders in Leaders Lab and other directors in other art institutions. 

Röda Sten Konsthall 
Founded: 1992
Yearly visitors: approx. 33 000 in exhibitions and 35 000 in restaurant/clubs 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 7 / 6 / 100
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 10-20%
Previous function of the buildings: Boiler house 
Total space of the centre: 1 200 sqm 

Our vision: Röda Sten Konsthall is an arena for an expanded concept of art with an international 
luminosity, that challenges and creates a dialogue with society and the individual human being 
through contemporary art. The aim for Röda Sten Konsthall is to present a variety of different 
contemporary artforms of high quality, diverse cultural expressions, aesthetic complexity and 
comments on society. Röda Sten Konsthall should also be an arena for the young, innovative 
artist. The educational programme of Röda Sten Konsthall should enhance the interest and 
knowledge of contemporary art. Röda Sten Konsthall’s way of working should be equal, profes-
sional and democratic.

www.rodastenkonsthall.se



21

BACKGROUND 
I used to run culture projects mostly in the borderlands between art-democracy 
and art-politics. I’ve also worked a couple of years with the unemployment offices, 
helping artists to use their talents and field of competence in new ways. In terms of 
visible projects I did a big festival in Göteborg during the EU-summit in 2001 and the 
year after during the elections. I have indeed done a lot of things, though always in 
the domain of arts-democracy-politics.  The thing is, I actually studied photography 
in the beginning but soon realised that I enjoyed making the stage way more than I 
enjoyed standing on it. 
 
I came into Röda Sten Konsthall when the board was looking to professionalise the 
organisation. Coming in, it was still very heavily based on the members and their 
engagement. In the early days they didn’t want to let go of the artistic program and 
because of that my scope of responsibilities was narrower than it is today. Nowadays 
I’m more of a CEO really, responsible for all of it, I recruit the artistic directors and 
curators and all other staff. Actually in the beginning the members were a lot more 
involved in operations in Röda Sten. We still have a lot of volunteers and members 
helping out; the difference is that now the staff are running the day to day work. 
 
Of course, the board still has the final responsibility in terms of how the organisation 
works and how it is supposed to work forward and upward in the future. There are 
vision documents and targets that we are actually working on right now that will 
align the next 10 years of work. The board is running the process but of course, if 
there are good suggestions coming from elsewhere we will work with them as well, 
we are not rigid and closed in this process. 
 
The board is recruited partly because of their wide range of competences. For exam-
ple in terms of professional support systems, we have limited financial means so the 
Board members represent the different competences needed. For example we have 
one board member that’s really good with HR-issues and others that are good in law 
or economy, and that’s not something we would’ve been able to buy, and at least not 
use in this extent without the access to competence in the board.
 
 
ARTISTIC DIRECTION AND SOCIETY 
I think the art world is a bit overly focused on titles. Of course we work with artistic 
directors, curators and producers responsible for executing and initiating exhibits, 
but ideas for the program can also come from anywhere in the organisation. 
 
I would say that we are carrying out social and political work; not political as in party 
politics but I think that it’s political to run this kind of operation. The art we present 
has possible political interpretations; art is supposed to create new conversations 
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and maybe, hopefully, some of that might end up being politics. And hopefully some 
of the other activities that we do have some impact on the society around us as well. 

I suggest that a new way of perceiving the contemporary art institution is more of an 
arena for democratic exchange of ideas and less like entertainment. The exhibition 
contains a rich variety of possibilities for talks, programmes, discussions and creativi-
ty. It is also important to create a feeling of freedom and openness for the people who 
participate in activities.
 
We do, for example, continuous work with youngsters called Ung & Skapande (Young 
and Creating, editors note) that I am very proud of. The kids come here, starting out 
with graffiti, and then suddenly get to try welding or sound art and have conversa-
tions about contemporary art. There’s a lot of value in that. First of all they get to 
experiment with something that they haven’t touched before and secondly I would 
like to think that they, with this experience, will be more comfortable in other institu-
tions. It opens up a new world. 
 

ON KNOWLEDGE 
I am a bit sceptical about the evaluation focus. It is a dogma in society that we should 
be able to measure and weigh everything. But if we put too much time working to-
wards measurable goals, we will end up adapting our practice to fit with those goals 
as well. The thing is that it is only the quantifiable and simple that you can evaluate. 
There’s an obvious risk that we might start to walk the easy road, instead of trying to 
grasp and reflect on the complexities of our time. 

It is truly a challenge to save experiences in the organisation. You have to be very 
decisive that earlier experiences are valid, saying “This is how we do it. We work with 
these systems.” New employees, board members and volunteers get to hear this, so 
that everyone doesn’t have to reinvent the wheel every time. 
 
Röda Sten Konsthall has a very strong 
brand, if we are using that kind of termi-
nology, we look upon ourselves and work 
within some kind of tradition. Maybe our 
soul is based on the idea that you don’t 
always have to reinvent and that we have 
some tendencies to repeat ourselves, 
which is also good, as it is a kind of an organisational memory. In this way memory 
travels through the organisation. 
 
When there are new personnel coming in we are very clear about which systems and 
reports we work with. Of course, there’s a period where you must learn the ropes, 

The board is recruited partly 
because of their wide range 
of competences. 
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but you have to enjoy taking the initiative when working here. We produce a lot and 
we do it in a high pace, we don’t really have the time for sitting around contemplat-
ing. It’s partly because of the lack of resources that everyone working here knows 
that they need to get up and get their hands dirty for the good of the projects once in 
a while. I think that spirit of cooperation within the organisation is due to the loyalty 
between colleague’s; you help each other, and take pride in each other’s work. There 
is, as I said, a lot of responsibility, but there’s also a lot of freedom as well. I think the 
engagement and the way the staff members deliver, which is not the least at the pace 
we are delivering, comes from that pride. 
 
I give the staff a lot of freedom, but I also have a bit of a control need. The conversa-
tions here can be very straight forward and lack a lot of the usual sugar coating. I’m 
pretty opinionated and that can be a bit troublesome for some people. But you have 
to know when and where‘s the time, you know, pick your battles.

There is a wide consensus within the organisation that we take chances and a part of 
that deal is that sometimes projects fail. When that happens we’ll just have to cry a 
little, tell ourselves that at least we won’t do it again and move on. But it’s important 
to forgive yourself for those mistakes. I think it’s good to learn how to not take those 
hits too hard. Of course sometimes bad projects are just bad, but it’s rarely as bad as 
you think.
 

THE PUBLIC AND THE FUNDING 
There’s great value in having a public face. The art world has this thing that it should 
be one person, one face that represents everything; the charismatic leader. I don’t 
really believe in that.  That’s also about perception, if you send one person in front of 
the camera all the time there’s a consistency to it and you might get a stronger impact 
in terms of coverage as the media knows whom to call. You build relationships with 
the press that way, but in the end that is simply a matter of media tactics.  
 
When it comes to strategy I am always the one in the meetings with stakeholders 
and politicians. It’s about perception there as well; I am the face (together with my 
chairman) of Röda Sten Konsthall in contact with stakeholders and politicians. But in 
those cases I represent the organisation. It’s the most important job that I do, and I 
enjoy it a lot.  
 
Since we are doing the GIBCA (Göteborg International Biennial for Contemporary 
Art) we have had contact with other funding systems. It seems that there is more and 
more interest within the private sector in terms of associating with art. Some deals 
are pure in-kind like cars, material and media, and others are purely economic. The 
return from us is usually access to the venue for parties, sales meetings or company 
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There is a wide consensus 
within the organisation that 
we take chances and a part of 
that deal is that sometimes 
projects fail.

events, educational services or guided tours and logo-exposure and stuff like that.
 

ARTISTS AND STAFF 
In one sense we have residencies but it is always production residencies related to 
the production of an exhibition or the biennial (GIBCA). It doesn’t equal having an 
Artist in Residence program. But, for example, we have artists working here in collab-
oration with IASPIS (International Artists Studio Program in Sweden, editors note) 
preparing for the biennial. While here, the artists are provided with workspace, ma-
terials, assistants or volunteers if we can manage. It’s a lot of work having the visiting 
artists but it is also a lot of fun! In general GIBCA is a great boost for the organisation, 

it affects everything from finances to 
staff and, of course, the audience.  
 
The volunteers during GIBCA are 
numbered in the hundreds, and indeed 
for Röda Sten Konsthalls regular pro-
gramme they are also numerous. In the 
regular operations most of them work 
as hosts in the exhibits or at reception. 
If volunteers complete a set of hours 
they get food, coffee, a t-shirt and cours-
es. If they work a little more they get an 

employment certificate. Many of them are motivated because of that, to get papers 
on work experience. Oh yeah, and sometimes we throw a party for them. We boost 
our organisation by eight (five fulltime employees and another four staffers) during 
GIBCA which means that there’s a lot more people working here then. 
 
But we do have a troublesome tendency to deliver more than expected, and more 
than we should, if we look at the prerequisites. But sadly there seem to be advantages 
in that as well, otherwise we would hardly do it.  

 
THE JOB 
It is a super exciting job and completely different from when I started. My staff and 
I work hard but we move upward and forward all the time. Of course you hit a few 
road blocks on the way but in general we’ve had some great success. The content 
of the exhibits is of great quality, I am so very proud of the education program, the 
youth activities are huge and we are the project owner of GIBCA. We are doing great, 
it’s fun working with something that is going so well.



ADA ARDUINI
INTERZONA (VERONA, ITALY)

Role in centre: Volunteer coordinator - TEH delegate - volunteer
Started working in Interzona: 2003 
What my centre means to me: It means mainly to be part of a group that has been able to build something 
that has no equal in my hometown.
Greatest personal success in Interzona: I would say the fact that I was able to keep the group together 
while we had lost our previous place and also lost one of the previous leaders who was in charge of the 
music program (80% of our artistic activity).  

Interzona
Founded: 1992
Yearly visitors: 15 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 0 / 0 / 35
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 98%
Previous function of the buildings: Warehouse for refrigerated goods 
Total space of the centre: 1 500 sqm

Our association was born to offer to the city the kind of art that the official structures in the city weren’t 
providing to the citizens. Also, it was born to give back to the city a compound of buildings that had 
been abandoned and that we found fascinating and worthy of consideration. Today our centre is 100% 
volunteer operated, opens only on weekends from September to May and hosts music, djsets, art, cine-
ma, meetings, workshops.

www.izona.it
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INTERZONA & ME
Interzona Associazione Culturale was established in 1992 and I have known the 
organisation since its beginning because the members of the Executive Committee 
were some acquaintances of mine. At that moment I didn’t dare to get involved in 
the project since it seemed like a very close group of friends (about thirty or forty 
people) very committed to what they were doing. In addition to and maybe because 
of the local cultural conditions, they were very distrusting of external agents. At that 
point it was very difficult to get in touch with them and my only relationship with the 
Interzona was as part of the audience in the concerts and other activities that they 
organised.

At one point in 2002 the cultural centre was shut down by the Municipality and for 
the first time in their history they asked for help outside their own organisation. 
They started to call open meetings and I attended one of those. I gradually became 
more and more active in the Association. That was hard because they weren’t used 
to having people other than themselves involved in their business. They really didn’t 

know how to deal with it. It was a very, very, 
slow process.

When I became a member of the Executive 
Committee, the number of active members 
within the association was less than that 
during the 90’s because of personal dis-
putes. They had experienced some strong 
arguments and only a few of the associates 
remained. There was also a generation shift. 

My first engagement with the centre was at a human level, making friends there, and 
then I got involved in very simple tasks like cleaning, bar tending, cooking, setting 
tables, ticketing, making membership cards, premises surveillance, etc. 

I was asked to become President of the association when we were evicted from the 
first building that we used for our activities. That was a very hard moment for me 
because the members of the association kind of disbanded and I had the responsibil-
ity of keeping the people together. I really felt alone in that process. Fortunately we 
found the way to deal with Fundazione Cariverona, which is a foundation owned by a 
bank, and they leased us a building through the Municipality. The disbanded mem-
bers of the association returned when things seemed to be arranged. Interzona was 
always a project linked to a building and our members felt unsafe without one.

Those were the years when I was most involved in the project. Now my main respon-
sibilities are volunteer management and the Trans Europe Halles related projects 

If I have to point out 
one of my leadership 
skills it is my capacity to 
communicate enthusiasm
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and activities, which is very time-consuming for me. I don’t have time for other things 
because, as with the rest of people working in Interzona, I am also a volunteer here.

LEADERSHIP IN A COLLECTIVE PROJECT
When I was invited to take part in the Leaders Lab project I felt a little bit strange 
because I don’t feel like a leader that much. Maybe this is because Interzona has 
always had a democratic structure in which everybody is equally responsible and so 
we are all leaders in a way. On the other hand, if you reflect on it, there are people 
who stand out for their leadership capacity in the group. If I have to point out one of 
my leadership skills it is my capacity to communicate enthusiasm about the things 
we do. At the same time I lack some abilities that leaders have, I am not very accom-
plished when it comes to figures and financial management tools. It is very important 
to make people feel safe regarding these kind of matters and I lack this skill.

Even if, from a theoretical point of view, we would like to have a perfectly horizontal 
structure, in truth there is only one person who is responsible for Interzona. Espe-
cially from a legal perspective, our leader is the current President of the association 
(our presidents are elected for a period of three years). He is also responsible for 
the music program of the centre. He has been doing this for ages. Honestly, we must 
admit that he is our public image regarding music, which is our main activity as a 
cultural centre. However I wonder if having a President with such an important and 
active role in the day by day activity of the centre is good or not. This situation is a 
consequence of our organisation’s managing structure and it will remain the same 
until we decide to change it.

Compared to the past, we have been successful in implementing a more simple 
system for decision-making inside the organisation. It’s now more rational and effi-
cient than before. Being a voluntary organisation, though, I have the feeling that the 
decision-making responsibility is delegated to the more energetic and charismatic 
people, and this sometimes leaves out the people who are less extrovert but maybe 
likewise capable. In my opinion, we should have a leader surrounded and support-
ed by a very strong group of committed members actively helping the leader taking 
decisions.

Since I wasn’t involved in the first part of the history of Interzona it is hard for me 
to explain how it worked before I arrived here, but I have heard that Interzona was 
managed in a more democratic way before. Nevertheless they failed on one very im-
portant point: they did not think about Interzona’s future after they would be gone. 
They never prepared the ground for a new generation to come. For them Interzona 
was something of their own, a personal project, and not something that was a part 
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of the cultural life of the city. Now we are doing very different activities and in a very 
different way compared to what they used to do in the 90’s.

ORGANISATION
Before 2009 Interzona had an Assembly comprised of all the people who worked or 
had any responsibility in the centre. At that time the process to become member of 
the Assembly wasn’t systematized and you could attend the meetings if you signifi-
cantly contributed to the centre or its activities. We used to meet every Tuesday 
evening and about eighteen people attended the meeting on a regular basis. Around 
2009 Trans Europe Halles offered us the benefit of a consultancy with Paul Bogen, 
who was the Executive Director of the independent cultural centre ‘The Junction’ in 
Cambridge (UK) for about 17 years. So Paul Bogen came to Verona for four days and 
gave us some hints on how to manage our association in a more efficient way. After 
that we kept the Executive Committee as a decision-making body, but it became dem-
ocratic thanks to the implementation of elections for choosing its members; that was 
new. We also formed seven subgroups or committees that were to be in charge of dif-
ferent activities inside the centre. With the new model, you could become a member 
of the Executive Committee or a member of one of the seven subgroups. To be a mem-
ber of one of the subgroups, you only have to ask for it and work as a volunteer, while 
the 13 members of the Executive Committee are democratically elected every two 
years. To be nominated for the Executive Committee, candidates must have worked 
as volunteers for at least one year in the centre as a member of one of the subgroups. 

Mainly all the decisions must be approved during the Assembly. Obviously, there are 
decisions that are taken by the subgroups. For example, the Artistic Committee de-
cides which bands will be hired for performing in our venue. Every subgroup also has 
its own budget and they can decide how to invest or spend it.

We have nine subgroups and each of them special-
ise in a field or function: finances, artistic pro-
gram, facilities management, events management, 
marketing and communication, production, fund-
raising, volunteering management and secretary 
and, finally, the Trans Europe Halles relationship 
subgroup. Every subgroup has a coordinator who is 
responsible for hosting meetings and evaluation of their subgroup activities etc. For 
instance, I am the coordinator of the TEH relationship subgroup and I also partic-
ipate in the volunteering management subgroup but I am not in charge of it. With 
this system we split the responsibility among several people. These coordinators are 
also volunteers. I have to say that the only paid professionals in Interzona are two 
technicians that work only when there is a concert, the cleaning service, which is 

... The only future 
planning that we do is 
THE artistic program.
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outsourced, and a cook for our dinners. Most of the time, the cook is a professional 
but sometimes some of us in the centre cook for the rest and we also get some money 
for that.

COLLABORATIONS AND ETHICS
The founders of Interzona were very focused on a very elitist and underground type 
of art. They didn’t identify themselves with the squatting groups that were so popular 
at that time here in Italy. They wanted a different model. The reason for this might 
be that Verona is a very conservative city from the point of view of culture. In my 
opinion their attitude excluded some people because the activities they programmed 
were very particular. The new generation of Interzona members has done a very 
good job freeing the place of these kind of prejudices. We have tried hard to avoid 
being considered a place where only very sophisticated events take place. Unfortu-
nately Verona is a very narrow-minded city. The founders of Interzona avoided any 
collaboration with the Municipality because they wanted to keep the association 
“clean”. That was very hard for us because we knew that we had to find a balance 

and compromise a little bit to develop the project. We 
now base our partnerships and collaborations on the 
people we work with. If we have worked well with 
a person or organisation, we will be open to further 
collaborations. It is not about the money but about 
doing things with people who share the same values, 
the same attitude and the same work ethics. For ex-
ample last year, we collaborated with the African Film 

Festival of Verona. The organisers are catholic and they get money from the Church 
for their activities. However we like their attitude! And now, thanks to them, people 
in Verona can see Africa with new eyes and from unknown perspectives, like how 
Africans perceive and experience homosexuality. Even if we have different artistic 
quality criteria this collaboration is a good one for us, and for the city.

Regarding the public administration, our relationship is not active at all. The Munici-
pality knows us but we don’t collaborate with them. When they want to communicate 
with us they always ask to speak with the President of the association because they 
have that hierarchical way of conceiving reality. Not long ago, we had our last meet-
ing with the Municipality and it was the first time in the history of Interzona that our 
President met the Mayor of the city, who is a very right wing politician and even a 
national celebrity. That was just a short meeting so that we could get acquainted with 
each other. After that nothing else has happened.

We are a team that 
works horizontally 
almost 100%. 
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STRATEGY
Interzona doesn’t have a vision and mission statement... or a strategic plan. We are 
actually trying to write a manifesto that will enclose concepts similar to a vision and 
mission, but for us they are quite new concepts, not very familiar, so it will be a long 
process. It is very difficult to think about the future when the lease agreement of your 
building must be renewed every year. We only think about the present and do things 
day by day. We even have to avoid thinking that we may be evicted at any moment 
because the building is owned by a private organisation, the Fondazione Cariverona. 
And the Municipality, which is the intermediary in this leasing, theoretically doesn’t 
have any power over the decision, but we hope they will help us to find a new place 
if the Foundation has to evict us from the old premises. That’s why the only future 
planning that we do is our artistic program.

DECISION-MAKING PROCESS
In the past we used the consensus system but at a certain point we decided to change 
to the majority system because the group was too big and we were too tired of 
endless discussions. One or two years ago I proposed the implementation of a vote 
system for the Executive Committee decisions but it was rejected. This means that we 
don’t even use the hand-raise vote, instead the members of the Executive Committee 
make proposals and if anybody has any rejection it is taken into account. We don’t 
count votes. In my opinion this system is not fair enough because there are people 
who don’t dare to publicly say their opinion. Some people are shy or not fluent in the 
language, or maybe they just don’t want to cause trouble. I would prefer to have a 
system that could make these people’s voices heard. 

VOLUNTEERING 
To attend any activity in Interzona you 
must have a membership card in order 
to be allowed to enter the premises. This 
means that every visitor or spectator be-
comes a member of the association, which 
allows them to attend the General Assembly 
annual meetings and be an active part of 
the centre. In practice, of all the members within the association that don’t work in a 
subgroup, only about 5 or 6 attend the General Assembly meetings.

Even if we have made an effort to be more open and to let more people become 
involved in the centre and become part of our volunteer staff, it is not an easy process 
to get into the organisation. The reason for this is that we have found that we need 
very responsible people in whom we can trust. We might want lots of people to get 

In my case I work very 
intuitively when dealing 
with people. 
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involved in our project but not everybody can cope with the tough work involved 
with volunteering for Interzona. When a new volunteer comes to us asking to help 
out we invest a lot of time and effort teaching him/her how our centre works. Some-
times when they learn what it is all about, they simply disappear. Because of this we 
have made it quite difficult to climb to the top of our organisation. I don’t know if this 
is a good method or not, but this is the way that we do it.

We try to engage our volunteers in the organisation by not making them feel guilty 
when they are learning and making mistakes. From the beginning we try to be very 
clear about what the organisation needs. We have a list of tasks to be carried out at 
the centre. Once a person has decided to volunteer here, we make them feel like part 
of the group. We are a team that works horizontally almost 100%. This means that 
anybody can do anything. You can see the President cleaning the toilets, for instance. 
That’s not a problem for us. The main thing is that we work together and of course 
have fun together. Maybe the best way to inspire people is by giving example and 
showing them how we do things here.

We once had the idea to look for people with the specials skills necessary to develop 
the project but we finally realised that we only can ask people to work in Interzona 
if we pay them. If people want to donate their work and skills, they are welcome, but 
we are not entitled to ask for work if we cannot pay for it. This doesn’t mean that 
we are not demanding the ones who want to be volunteers in Interzona. However 
sometimes it happens that we meet interesting people and we ask them to enroll in 
the project but we always explain very clearly what the process of becoming part of 
the group is. This means that they have to be ready to follow all the steps from the 
bottom. It often happens that people come to us asking to design the artistic pro-
gram. We answer “That’s good, but first you must understand how this place works. 
If you don’t know how the gears work you won’t be able to set the artistic program. 
You have to be aware of our audience, of how much money we invest in heating the 
place, of how hard it is to clean the premises, of what a lot of people work on for each 
and every of our events”. If somebody wants to have a position here, they must learn 
every step from the bottom-up. That’s the only way to understand the association 
and its work.

PERSONAL ENGAGEMENT
For us the quality of personal relationships is one of the main concerns in the cen-
tre. This might be also something particular to the cultural sector. Personally I try to 
avoid a very strong personal involvement in the project because I know that some-
times it might be very painful if you don’t separate your work in the centre and your 
personal life. It is even harder when you are in a situation where the only reward you 
get from your hard work is on an emotional level. Even if I am conscious about it, I 
can’t help breaking my own rules and becoming too involved in Interzona.
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WORKING WITH ARTISTS
One of the peculiarities of Interzona is that, when hiring bands, we usually work with 
booking agencies that share our philosophy and who choose to work with bands that 
also share that vision. We like to host the artists and spend some time with them. 
They always participate in our dinners, for example. Bands that come, eat somewhere 
else, play and then leave are not our favorites. We eat and drink all together because 
we want the artists to get involved in the life of the centre. We try to explain to them 
how Interzona works in advance (volunteer-based work, non-monetary motivations, 
etc.). However, the bands are paid for their gigs. I mean, the headliners are always 
paid. We can even pay quite high fees for well-known bands, for example Mike Patton 
(lead singer in Faith No More), but the average fee we pay is around 1.300/1.500€. 
On the other hand we also have bands playing without any fee. This is the case for 
local bands and dj’s from Verona. Sometimes, when we have big concerts, we produce 
the show in partnership with one of the booking agencies that we work with. We 
share the costs, the fee and the risks. In fact the ticket sales, together with the reve-
nue from the bar and the membership cards, are our main sources of finance. In the 
case of other arts like visual arts, that’s not at all our speciality and the exhibitions 
that we have organised are with young artists who are starting their careers and we 
don’t pay them.

INDEPENDENCE 
Interzona doesn’t get any money from the Municipality. Our policy is to avoid asking 
for public money because if you do that in this city you are supposed to give some-
thing in return and we are not going to accept it. In this respect, independence is 
what makes us so valuable in this city.   



MATTI KORTELAINEN
MEJERIET (LUND, SWEDEN)

Position in centre: Former Managing director, now Chairman of the board 
Started working in Mejeriet: 2007
What my centre means to me: A place for people to have wonderful experiences! 
Greatest success as a leader? To clean-up, to build structure, to work with mission, vision and build orga-
nization and build a team. 
Most important words for leadership: Hard work, cash flow, vision, mission, values, manage the conflicts, 
to be honest to your business idea (mission).
 
Mejeriet 
Founded: 1987
Yearly visitors: 55 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 0 / 10 / 100
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 70%
Previous function of the buildings: Dairy 
Total space of the centre: 1200 sqm
 
www.mejeriet.se
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PERSONAL BACKGROUND 
Actually I started out working in a youth recreation centre and met a lady from social 
services that worked with us. She would always reference the law – “It has to be like 
this, it’s written in the law”. And in comparison, what I did was not bound by any law. 
The municipalities don’t have to provide centres for the youths. What she did seemed 
interesting, so I went to the university in Lund and I moved straight into one of those 
collectives with leftist radicals, where some of the people who later founded Mejeriet 
actually lived as well. 
 
I played in a band in the buildings where Mejeriet is now, back then it was just a der-
elict building. I could see it from my apartment window, so that was my first contact 
with it.  
 
But then I moved from Lund, started working as a social worker in Malmö, changed 
jobs for Cooperativ Utveckling (ie. Cooperational Development later Coompanion, 
editors note) and studied economics. There was only a two kilometre divide between 
the school for social studies and the school for economics in Lund, geographically 
speaking. But they were planets apart in terms of ideology. And while working at 
Coompanion I was studying to become an UGL-instructor (leadership methodology: 
Understanding Group and Leader, editors note). 
 
The year I turned 50 I got recruited to Mejeriet as a Managing director. It was a funny 
thing though, I had previously applied for the job and didn’t get it. The person they 
hired realised that she wasn’t the person for the job and dug out my application from 
the old pile.

LEADERSHIP IN CULTURE 
I’ve had more managing positions than the one in Mejeriet and they’ve always been 
about cleaning up and structuring the organisation that I am in. That’s my strength 
cleaning up the hornets nest, when it’s done I get bored. 
 
I am about change, there has to be some movement, I don´t like the on going opera-
tions. It took five years for the organisation to settle at Mejeriet. I’m not saying that 
I’m superman, this is not hubris; the organisation was ready to make these moves.  
I came in at the right time. If it had been a couple of years earlier they would have 
asked me to leave the moment I opened my mouth.
 
There is great value in working with culture. I was both proud and happy to work 
for Mejeriet. I like what we do, and everyone knows what Mejeriet is and I’m still 
very proud of the content. In the beginning I didn’t know enough to get involved in 
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the content discussions. I was always more interested in structures and finances. “Is 
there a leak somewhere?” or “Are we optimised for the tasks in front of us?”. We had 
huge energy loss inside the organisational structure; we had a lot of conversations 
about that. 
 
What I did lack during my time at Mejeriet was a professional support system. Lucky 
for me I had my colleagues from the UGL-course (leadership methodology, editors 
note) and the Nordic Leaders-network (sub-group of TEH, editors note) as support. 
I mean that’s the original idea of that network, as well as Leaders Lab, to help each 
other and have a place to discuss these issues so that we aren’t alone in our work as 
managers.
 

CREATING A UNIFIED VISION 
When I came to Mejeriet there was a vision, unspoken and unformulated, but it was 
there. The problem was that it was a poor organisation, and a poor organisation is 
a lot like poor people; all the focus is put on surviving until the end of the month. I 
usually say that a liquidity plan in an organisation is only necessary if you don’t have 
enough money and it’s the same thing in the business sector. This is a crucial point, 
the vision should carry an organisation, not the need for money. The need for money 

is a basic factor, but you don’t have a vi-
sion of “making money” unless you are a 
financial institution. 

The vision at Mejeriet was on an indi-
vidual level. There was a lot of “I like 
…” visions. I like this and I like that, 
and that’s how the organisation moved 
forward. There was no general vision 
for the organisation.  The thing is , and 
this is important in terms of context, 
Mejeriet is an umbrella organisation 
and most of the organisations under 
that umbrella were very dedicated to 
their own vision. But Mejeriet itself had 
no vision; Mejeriet was a brand that 

attracted people to cool concerts. That didn’t happen through conscious decisions, it 
just became natural and 80% of public events were concerts.  
 
I asked the concert booker “Why do you book concerts?”, and he looked at me like I 
was a fool. No one had a good answer to why they did what they did. That’s not how 
Mejeriet worked, it worked very well but no one could explain why.  

One of the best ways to avoid 
big mistakes is to work with 
professionals. This applies to 
the board as well. Decisions 
should be made from a 
competenCE perspective not 
from AN emotionAL ONE. 
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Still, and it’s important to remember, no visions are the same forever. It’s inherent in 
a vision that there’s room for interpretation. Mejeriets vision is “to present relevant 
and innovative art”. And there’s always that question: “Is this relevant” and there’s 
always a very subjective answer to that. But in the end the board has the final say. I 
usually say that the board has two things to do: hire the manager and fire the manag-
er. It’s the managers’ role to ensure that the mission and vision are executed correctly.

MEMBERS AND THE BOARD
After only three months in my work at Mejeriet I began writing these “Managing 
director reports” for the board. I wrote 30 of them before I stopped working at Me-
jeriet. I have saved all of them; I sometimes use them for checking back and getting 
history right. But they were a good tool for me and for the board to know what was 
going on. 
 
My relationship with the board was good. The changes I made to the organisation 
were clearly visible to them as well; old things that everyone had been irritated with. 
And the work on the board also got better after the merger, today only the interest 
in Mejeriet as an organisation is left. The organisations keep their topics inside their 
own boards and structures; the Mejeriet board has the interests of Mejeriet at heart. 
And the board members with dual seats in this and their own organisations have 
learned to split their roles.
 

ON LEADERSHIP
To start with, it’s a myth that there is a unique leadership in the cultural sector. I 
work with leaders and managers in all industries, from life sciences to municipali-
ties, and in all sectors I’ve heard that thing “We are so very unique in our sector”. The 
truth is that, it’s like with people, we all need love, care, confirmation and intimacy. 
But beside that, yes we are all very unique and also not. That’s something that has 
always disturbed me in the culture sector, because here people seem to think that the 
sector is even more unique than the others.  
 
But honestly, there are academic models and theories for all aspects of cultural lead-
ership as well. Let’s say that the culture sector has a unique relationship to funders, 
there’s a market theory that covers that; it’s called the Stakeholder theory. It is an 
explanation mesh that can be applied to Subtopia and Mejeriet but also to any other 
entity in the public sector.  
 
I don’t think that there’s a specific leadership style in the culture sector. And it’s not 
harder or easier to lead a culture organisation than to lead a small municipality for 
example. 
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Of course there are differences between organisations, not sectors but organisations. 
In Mejeriet we have people that come from a very academic background working side 
by side with people that started out as wardrobe attendants and have been working 
their way up. So of course there needs to be another kind of leadership in that sort of 
organisation. But the differences are between organisations and not between sectors. 

FROM 6 ORGANISATIONS TO 1 VISION 
The thing is that Mejeriet was very compartmentalised, and that’s how it’s supposed 
to be, the different organisations should have their very interests in mind. The prob-
lems became obvious however when one organisation wanted a new green room, 
another wanted a better venue and another a new piano. As managing director I 
asked the board “What should I prioritise?”. I told them that they had to make the call 
and give me a task, because I can’t make everyone’s wish come true. 
 
The solution was to make Mejeriet an independent entity. The new organisation 
merged all the public and cultural content and put it under one metaphorical roof so 
to speak. The following acts were results of that merger:
 - A board with internal AND external members.
- One business plan.
- One strategy for the organisation and the programming.

The result was that the six organisations sort of became subcontractors to the main 
organisation. We also put the bar in a separate company that Mejeriet owned. 
 
And the result today is that we have a shared vision and strategy, a shared voice when 
we are having meetings with stakeholders and we discuss the new culture strategies 
in the Mejeriet board rather than struggling with trying to squeeze six completely 
different agendas into our work plan. 
 
We had three big conferences with the board and the staff. We spent a couple of 
days out somewhere sitting down and discussing the mission and vision. Most of the 
people in the organisation have been there for a long time. In a way the vision and 
mission are well implemented in the culture. But on the other hand, that beautiful 
love for Mejeriet comes from people that are new and “fresh” in the culture as well.

STAKEHOLDERS 
It’s interesting, there are no systems for evaluation in Mejeriet. When we did presen-
tations I could say that “The organisation works very well, we just don’t know how”. 
It is truly fascinating. If you would’ve shown the organisation structure to a business 
consultant, he would tell you that “this is never going to work”. But he would be 
wrong, it does work. 
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Our new poster says “Mejeriet - driven by love since 1987”, and I think that’s one of 
the answers. Everyone that works at Mejeriet loves the organisation. Everybody does 
their best. When I started working at Mejeriet, there were 25 people with the access 
to create an event and publish it on the website. And not once during my 7 years as 
manager did I see it misused. It’s an organisers nightmare, but it works, even though 
intuitively we might think that it wouldn’t.
 

CONFLICT IS THE SOIL OF GOOD IDEAS 
I think that good management skills include the skill to handle conflict when it 
appears. A sound organisation has internal conflicts from time to time. It is good con-
flict management that ensures that the conflicts have a fruitful outcome. Of course it’s 
about communication, but it’s also about meta-communication. Instead of ending up 
in a “culture house vs gallery” battle, you should ask “Why is it important for you that 
it’s called a gallery?” and vice versa.  
 
Sometimes you get the answer “I want to be right”, because sometimes it’s as simple 
as that. But then the question is “Do you want to be right or do you want to be hap-
py?”. And what happens if you are wrong, or if you don’t get to do it your way? It’s as 
simple as this: sometimes you’ll just have to accept some things to leave the conflict 
behind. And that is the first step, you are only responsible for your own decisions, if 
others want to fight with each other it’s not your responsibility to solve it. 
 
There’s an interesting definition of conflict that I have learned: “Desires that you 
won’t let go of and blockers”. For example if you have a desire and I block it, the result 
is frustration. To solve the conflict you have to let go of your desire or I need to stop 
blocking it. It’s as simple as that! 

PROGRAMMING AND SELF-INTEREST 
The thing is that with one almighty artistic director you get a consistent vision. Look 
at the church for example, inherent in their structure is that the vision is consistent. 
It wouldn’t look too good if we, in democratic spirit, voted God out of existence now 
would it? 
 
It’s important not to lose people to self-interest; you will not book an artist that will 
only attract 20 paying visitors. Or, at least, if you book him/her, you will know that 
you are going to lose those 50,000 SEK (approx. 4800€ editors note), and you need to 
get that money from somewhere, because we would like to keep our jobs.

Lemmit Kaplinski
Creative Center Carnation (TARTU, ESTONIA)



Lemmit Kaplinski
Creative Center Carnation (TARTU, ESTONIA)

Position in the centre: Manager 
Started working in Creative Center Carnation: 2010  
Professional inspiration: People . 
What my centre means to me: Love, death and going against the odds. 
Professional inspiration: Pretty much everyone in Trans Europe Halles. 
 
Creative Center Carnation 
Founded (year):  2010 
Yearly visitors:  up to 10 000  
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers):  3/3/10+  
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: ~50% 
Total space of the centre: 1 000 sqm in use 
 
Our vision: Take the current experience and establish a new, bigger and better center across the road (yes, literally). 
 
www.nelk.ee/
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ME AND THE PEOPLE
My academic background is in Semiotics and my professional background is in IT and 
the military. Which means that in some sense, I had very clear ideas about commu-
nication and communication systems before I begun working with Carnation and 
forming the organisation.  
 
The thing is that I came from IT and after ten years I realised that there’s not really 
any chance for me to “fix” things. In a mechanical sense that is, the work as an IT-spe-
cialist is very abstract. You can’t really fix and play with things to the same degree as 
you can with old mediums. I missed getting my hands dirty, so I turned to working 
with old printing equipment. 
 
Nowadays though, it’s more about people in the organisation. There are 7 people 
in the core team, partly EVS-volunteers and project based staff members. We have 
almost a 50% staff turnover during the year, which is quite a lot, because projects 
end and volunteers have to return home. This means that the people who come get 
responsibilities straight away, there’s a lot to do and all hands are needed. It makes us 
more efficient I think but it also means that the existing organisation needs to put in 
an effort to teach and guide the new staff members. One thing that the staff members 
need to know coming into Creative Center Carnation (CCC) is that they have to be 
willing to learn and be willing to teach.  
 
We try to keep a very low hierarchal organisational model. There’s almost no dis-
tance between myself and the volunteers, nor is there between the other “branches” 
of the organisation. Whenever we are planning tasks, be it me or someone else, we 
look at a list of people that can do it. We assign the tasks according to competence, 
and if there’s no specific competence needed, we spread out the task among the staff. 
This works for a model of this size, with one important aspect, we need to be able 
to trade out some of our tasks for work that needs that specific competence. A staff 
member that is heavily invested in a tight deadline, and can’t be replaced in that pro-
cess, will be able to “trade away” their cleaning duties. 
 
Most of my specific leadership training comes from my background in the military. 
Through that training I got insights about various leadership styles and techniques. 
I’ve chosen not to bust people around. I manage through convincing, rather than 
saying “do this”; I reach out and say “I think it would be a good idea if we did this, 
because of these various outcomes”. The key is to get people to understand the effect 
of the tasks, and then they’ll subscribe to it. One of our obvious problems is our high 
staff turnover in the core team. I think I have figured out a way of getting around that, 
I try to lead by example and I do what I expect others to do.  
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When it comes to conflict management there’s a very simple aspect of our environ-
ment that makes a lot of difference. We operate in a very small space. There’s not 
really room for any lingering resentment. We try to apply the idea that everyone is 
equal as widely as possible, which means it doesn’t really matter if you are the muse-
um guide, boss or an EVS-volunteer, we are all on the cleaning schedule.
 
 
OUR PLACE IN TARTU 
In terms of the political opinions about us in Tartu, it’s a mixed set of emotions and 
ideas. I would say that we are somewhere in the middle - there’s no huge engagement 
and not any outright hostility either from our representatives. When it comes to the 

city officials on the other hand we have 
some great support. These are the people 
that acknowledge the fact that we are doing 
a lot of work with a very limited budget. In 
terms of funding we are basically doubling 
the requests every year, though the funding 
is still one third of what we would like to 
have in terms of our ambitions. 

We do pride ourselves on being part of the 
community around us. To provide a space 
for people to come in, be creative and learn. 

It is absolutely crucial that this is proven in action, you can send press releases on all 
your activities, but in the end you have to show references and validate that what you 
do really touches people. 
 
I am the spokesperson for CCC. This has turned out to be a bit confusing during 
election time, since I am also running for the city council. Because some people might 
approve of the work we do but not of my politics and the other way around. But 
anyhow, and regardless of the election and my personal engagement in it, you always 
have to be aware of the fact that you are a cultural leader coming from a place like 
this. 
 
We are well aware of the Cultural and Creative sector ideas, and we work with them 
as much as we need to. We know that there’s an economic aspect to culture. But we 
insist that the emerging culture, which won’t make a profit this year, still needs a 
venue and support. Within a few years those individuals and groups may or may not 
be financially strong, but we need to support them today nonetheless.
 
 

I AM THE SPOKESPERSON FOR 
THE CCC. This has turned out 
to be a bit confusing during 
election time, since I am also 
running for the city council. 



42

TO LEAD AND STRUCTURE 
The truth is that I try to translate as much as possible from what I’ve learned before, 
military methods work well in that sense, it’s all about working with people. I’ve 
made a habit out of asking the volunteers “What are we doing right?”. I started this 
with the first volunteers and I’ve asked the same question ever since. They usually 
answer “the community and the people”. The way I can keep the community vibrant 
is by keeping it transparent. 

The reason people work hard is not primarily because of goals or missions but be-
cause of their loyalty to the people around them. The projects have noble goals, sure, 
like teaching children, and I myself consider that to be a positive goal, but that’s not 
why people work so hard; they work hard because everyone else is doing it, shoulder 
to shoulder, so to speak.  
 
I am a bit skeptical about vision and mission statements. The skepticism might come 
from those websites where a company puts up their vision and mission statement 
and their contact information, and that’s it. I 
probably have a mission statement somewhere 
deep down in a drawer somewhere and it 
probably says something along the lines of CCC 
“Providing the best environment for personal 
creative expression and development”, but that 
piece of paper is not crucial. If we do have a 
mission and vision it comes from what we do. 
Stuba said “You can’t set a definite goal; it has 
to be a direction that you move towards.” And at any given moment, our direction is 
concerned with creativity and old printing equipment. That would be our mission. 
 
In a very concrete sense we are the things we do, and the vision and mission state-
ments should reflect that. Don’t get me wrong, we are heading somewhere. I mean 
there’s a list of things we want to do, or want to do more of. All the way from residen-
cies and safe havens to engaging the local community. We are not going whatever way 
the wind is blowing, but there’s a whole set of options that arise from the same basis 
as our capabilities and values. 
 
There’s a structural problem right now, because we want to grow bigger. The current 
model isn’t very sustainable in terms of expansion. I can’t really leave this job like we 
have it now, if I have to go away, things would break. I would like to create an organi-
sation that has those formal structures in order to make it less dependent on individ-
ual knowledge and achievement. I am a huge fan of structures and in a sense look for-

I’ve made a habit out of 
asking the volunteers 
“What are we doing right?”
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ward to that work. I think that right now we are doing great under the circumstances 
but more structures are needed.  
 
To achieve that kind of sustainability there are a few functions that need to be filled 
and these functions are way better suited to hired employees than to volunteers. In 
the end it’s about money, that’s the tool. If I sell more, I’ll be able to hire more people, 
and one day I’ll be able to switch myself with a random person on the street. 
 
I am still connected to the military - the home guard. If I need to get away from the 
day to day grind, I’m doing that. It’s like a picnic but a military version; going away, 
being in the forest. It’s perfect to be out, eating food that you heat up yourself and 
shooting at things. Like an adult hiking trip. It’s fun when you are manning an obser-
vation post and also talking to a client over the phone. 
 
In a lot of ways I am exactly the same as the other people working in this organisa-
tion. It’s not always what we do that is the point, but the people we work with. The 
best affirmation is a pat on the back from a co-worker or from the random people 
who discover us and become amazed!



KARIN LEKBERG
SUBTOPIA (STOCKHOLM,  SWEDEN)

Position in centre: Managing Director 

Started working in Subtopia: 2002
Professional inspiration: To meet and talk and meet with people with different backgrounds and experience. I have 
three women who have inpirerat me since the age of 10: Ulla Billqvist, Birgit Nilsson and Gunilla von Bahr (all Swed-
ish). Three women who could combine to create their own content while they were fantastic guides and leaders!
What my centre means to me: It is my baby, but now a teenager!
Most important words for leadership in an independent centre: Inclusion. Clear goals that are time-specific. Transparen-
cy. Clarity of what is OK and what is not OK. Distinct roles. The courage to try again. Say YES to initiatives. To have 
fun together. To get the group to work together. Diversity enriches.

Subtopia 
Founded: 2000
Yearly visitors: 130 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 15 / 150 / 0
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 50%
Previous function of the buildings: Experimental agricultural building
Total space of the centre: 15 000 Sqm 
Our vision: Subtopia is a suburban paradise and international meetingplace where artists, creators, entrepreneurs 
and visitors can feel at home and be able to realize their dreams and make the world a little better.

www.subtopia.se
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KARIN LEKBERG
SUBTOPIA (STOCKHOLM,  SWEDEN)

FROM BOOKS TO CLUSTER DEVELOPMENT 
My academic background is in culture studies in Karlstad, specialising in literature 
and film. And for a couple of years after that I worked in one of the big publishing 
houses. But I came to the conclusion that I would never work in culture again; there 
was always too much emotion involved. So I quit, and made a huge leap and studied 
to become a dressmaker instead. I started my own studio with two friends, but I was 
concerned that working like this for no money was going to be the end of me. It was a 
formidable experience though, running my own business. 
 
So I went back to school, did my masters in Informatics, and became a librarian. I did 
my graduation essay on information flow in regional politics, back then (1996/97) 
the biggest region in Sweden was created (merging smaller regions together, editor’s 
note) and it was an exciting time to do this kind of analysis. 
 
And then I went back to Stockholm, and started working for the municipality in Bot-
kyrka. There was no greater motivation really than just getting a job in the vicinity 
of Stockholm. I started coordinating the youth sections of the municipal libraries, 
started a “reading campaign”, and an annual magazine written by youths in the mu-
nicipality. 
Why Subtopia? I am an entrepreneur, and there is an interesting future here. I under-
stood it when I read George Jensen (The Dream Society). I realised that I needed to be 
in on this idea (the book is about the modern story; the necessity of re-evaluating our 
modern values). I wanted to be in the world, not working with art as art. In all hones-

ty, I had a very instrumental approach 
to art - Art to change society - and the 
book gave me a firm footing in the idea 
that I can change the world by facilitat-
ing the creation of art. 
 
In the art sector there are ways and 
languages to describe the world in oth-
er ways. And I still have the firm belief 
that art and creativity are the best tools 
for warping the process. And one other 
reason for working in this sector is the 
people. I like the people, I can identify 
with them and their ideas, even though 
I am not a creator myself.

I could never elevate pitch 
Subtopia. We’ve been struggling 
away from that kind of 
simplification. It’s supposed to 
be complex and measured in a 
macro perspective otherwise 
we are not doing it right.
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STAYING TRUE TO VISION 
Coming in I realised that there was an obvious need for strategies and goals. It was 
an odd situation with one big and very active NGO creating a good fundament for 
us to develop from. To get a clear direction for the development of the area I started 
creating plans and strategies. I had great political backing during that time both from 
my chairman (politically appointed) and the director of the culture department in 
Botkyrka. 
 
This is one of the core catalysts and success factors for Subtopia: the solid continuous 
political support. And there were a lot of times when I wouldn’t have managed with-
out it. Because when we started making the place which we had envisioned, we/I 
had to make some tough calls: we cancelled multiple contracts with tenants to make 
space for the core NGOs and businesses that would add the desired value to the area.  
 
That was a hard time, telling some organisations to go and asking others to stay, and 
of course filling the empty spaces with organisations that fit the profile. I struggled 
with some municipal departments that just wanted to break even, and would accept 
anyone as long as they paid the rent.  
 
Actually the moment that saved us all from heading into a wall, was when we were 
separated from the Municipality, and a part of the municipally owned Limited compa-
ny Upplev Botkyrka AB (that were free, so to speak) gave us the flexibility and speed 
we needed to develop at our own pace, which was naturally completely different to 
the municipal culture and bureaucracy. 
 
A part of my leadership, and my person, is based on the belief that a life where every-
thing is clear and continuous is boring. I would be sick of it in a moment if it wasn’t 
for the crucial “rollercoaster” dynamics.

TAKING THE LEAD 
I have worked with people that come from military backgrounds, and it’s interest-
ing because it seems that my own pragmatism is very much inline with their way of 
thinking. I have never needed to excuse or argue my points, I just say what I want and 
we get on it, no emotions, no hard feelings, people from that professional field seem 
to hear what you say and move on. On that topic though, I work hard to catch the soft 
values in between my pragmatic “moments”. 
 
I take a lot of professional insight from my own experiences, but I also find places and 
people to reflect together with. I don’t do leadership courses and I don’t have a men-
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tor. I know it’s silly but I get deeply provoked by the “become a better leader”classes. 
I think that if you become a better person, you become a better leader. I ask myself 
“can they help me with that?” and I think probably not. 
 
I am really good at meeting other leaders in other sectors and I try to steal or borrow 
the best ideas from their management practices. And when it comes to my own peo-

ple: my husband is smart and 
honest. Oh yeah and I found a 
new one, an acquaintance who 
works in leadership-training. 
We have great chemistry and 
we are friends, it’s easy, we 
talk about these issues in a 
good way, like equals.  
 
I have a hard time trusting 
people in leadership/man-
agement training. I hate this 
neo-management shit. They 
sell this idea that I’m becom-

ing a better leader. I’m not sure about that and my integrity is holy in this domain. I 
probably should try it once.  But when you get older, you get to say no to stuff. Lead-
ership training is one of them. But still there’s always the possibility of changing your 
mind, working in this sector in particular.
 

MANAGING SCALE AND STAFF 
We are at a junction where we need to recreate the organisation to be able to grow. 
There’s a need for compartmentalisation, and stronger departments. There’s no time 
to do all the HR work from my seat or by the Chief Operations Officer. We are not 
small anymore, and we shouldn’t act like it. We aren’t the organisation where every-
one helps to place chairs before a conference anymore. I feel that some people feel a 
sad nostalgia over that “lost” time. We have grown, but I think that we have kept the 
feeling of openness; anyone can still have their ideas heard and activated. That’s also 
connected to trusting the staff member’s ability to deliver on tasks and goals. And 
I know, that they know if they are about to miss an objective, they can report back 
without guilt. It seems that this is built into the culture: it’s ok and necessary to make 
mistakes and report back on them. 
 
That applies to me too, I have never lingered on a mistake, and I think that has re-
sounded well throughout the organisation. Instead of losing faith I ask the questions: 
“How and what do we learn and what ideas and practices should we keep for the next 
try?” Simply; don’t get down, get moving. There is no way that we are going to have 

A leader that wants to build her own 
career creates a leadership that lacks 
a lot of trust, and suddenly there’s a 
component of subduing others to el-
evate oneself. I never had the need to 
push myself in front of the staff. 
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a spotless record and be pioneers at the same time. We try stuff, we learn stuff. It’s 
important to base success on your own long term goals and not on others confirma-
tion and opinions. 
 
And the mission is well placed in the organisation, our different business areas are 
only allowed to have four goals, this restriction is there for clarity. Right now we don’t 
have a strong owners directive (or rather we have a horribly old one) but it’s coming 
along well with some new people on the board. 
 
The factors that made us successful are of course wide spread, but I would like to 
point out the ones that had a great impact on our success in particular:  
1. We’ve had the blessing of long term political support. 
2. We’ve been hiring people that dared to push forward – the pioneers. 
3. We haven’t been treading on someone else’s territory in the culture sector (focus 
on circus and the non-supported film sector (youth and pro-am) 
 
BUSINESS AND ART
From next year we are drawing a harder line when it comes to structuring our busi-
ness model and the targets therein. And I think that we are going to feel more freed 
and we are going to know where the borders are. And if we say that we are an inter-
national meeting place, it needs to be reflected in the actions defined in our model 
and mission.  
 
When we developed our current business model we actually got funding to create a 
cluster strategy. It is important to remember (and this also helps during implemen-
tation) that the strategy for Subtopia evolved from management and the chairman of 
the board and every responsible department. We are a very structured business by 
all measures. 
 
At the other end of the spectrum the discussion on “seemingly inaccessible art versus 
more commercially viable productions” is ongoing. The discussions get kind of hot. 
It’s interesting when the discussions get there. And sometimes the discussions get 
less theoretical and more personal, but in essence the discussion is what Subtopia is 
trying to achieve. Compare and change perspectives continuously, it’s about constant 
adaptation. 
 
PASSIONATE STAFF 
The people who work here are very diverse, and in their own right they are very 
powerful people. The way we work is very dynamic; we often need to find strange 
ways to reach solutions simply because we have the kind of diverse environment that 
has a lot of loose variables. The staff are kings and queens in their own area of exper-
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tise. Both in terms of decision making and public appearances. Once again, it comes 
down to trust and empowerment. And the empowerment has the added benefit of 
making the organisation even more flexible and able to “think on its feet”. 
 
You should always trust the staff, but some people lose themselves in emotion. If that 
happens, the work is about helping people get back on track. It’s kind of like when 
you are out skiing, sometimes you have the wrong wax and end up in the ditch, my 
job is to help them back up and fix their skis. 
 
The toughest part of working with strong independent individuals like this is that, 
when there’s conflict and everyone feels empowered, you easily get stuck in a kind of 
a “power lock”. This gets in the way of the goals and the trick is to pull people up from 
the emotional mud. In this area, I know I’ve become much better at saying “Stop! Get 
to work”. The trick is to know when to do it and when to let the conversation take its 
course.  
 
I have been thinking a lot about “being employed”. The phrase “I’m just employed 
here” is a horrible approach to our craft. I’ve noticed that staff members that have 
been leaders and have run their own business have a completely different idea about 
what they do and how they approach their day-to-day work.  
 
I think that people enjoy working here. My role is to create the platform, but it’s ev-
eryone’s responsibility to create the good environment; we do that together.  



Camille de Wit 
Mains d’Œuvres (Saint-Ouen, FRANCE)

Position in centre: Director 

Started working in Mains d’Œuvres: 2005 
Professional inspiration: The creativity of the artists and some ideas developed by the social economy give me 
inputs in my professional path. 
What my centre means to me: It is an interesting tool for all artists or inhabitants who experiment with the place. 
It’s important for me that the place exists and continues to be developed to host new artists throughout the years.
Most important words for leadership in an independent centre: Collective intelligence. Responsibility. Vision. Shared 
project. Coordination. Transparent Budget. Flexible. Experimentation. Creativity or do it yourself. Patience.

Mains d’Œuvres 
Founded: 1988
Yearly visitors: 30 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 20 / 5 / 100
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 50%
Previous function of the buildings: Leisure and social centre 
Total space of the centre: 4000 

Our vision: We believe in the role of art in the society and our purpose is to offer creativity for all, to give back the 
capacity of imagination to all inhabitants. 
 
www.mainsdoeuvres.org
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Camille de Wit 
Mains d’Œuvres (Saint-Ouen, FRANCE)

BECOMING A LEADER 
I studied a Baccalaureate in Science and at that time I knew that I wanted to work 
with arts and business but I didn’t know exactly what to do, so I started with a Di-
ploma in International Business for two years. During my studies I looked for intern-
ships in galleries in order to learn more about the art world. I didn’t find anything 
really interesting for me and in the meantime I started an Art History course in the 
Fine Arts School. There I saw lots of exhibitions that inspired me. Then I had a train-
ing internship in Puebla, Mexico.

After my International Business studies I had the opportunity to go to the university 
to study Art History but it wasn’t specific enough for me. I finally found a Communi-
cation and Media school in Paris. The great thing about my studies there was that it 
was half theory and half training, exactly what I was looking for. I combined my stud-
ies with internships in contemporary art galleries and I realised that it wasn’t what I 
wanted to do in my life. In my opinion there was no interaction between the art and 
the audience. The galleries were dead, nobody came in. Nobody seamed to be inter-
ested in it except the collectors and some people interested in contemporary art.

After that I searched for other kinds of art-related events or organisations and I got 
an internship in a multidisciplinary festival for some time. Then I went to New York 
to work in an art gallery. At that time a friend of mine started a business on indepen-
dent music playlists for restaurants and shops. That was the moment when the mp3 
was becoming popular and I was in charge of looking for independent bands willing 
to participate in the business.

Before finishing my studies and taking advantage of the fact that I was living in New 
York, I researched artists in residency in New York State. Then I went to Montreal 
to write my thesis with all the information I had collected. There I also worked for a 
NGO that organised a video and electronic art festival and during one year I coordi-
nated their biennial. After that I went back to France and worked during two months 
for an organisation that was trying to start an art residency in a private firm.

At that moment I met Fazette Bordage who was running the independent cultural 
centre Mains d’Œuvres, a place for citizen and artistic intervention in a 4000m2 
factory in Saint-Ouen (Paris). That place was really the kind of centre I wanted to 
work with because there was communication between the neighborhood and art. 
Fortunately Fazette offered me a job there as the director’s assistant. I worked in 
that position for two years from 2005 until Fazette left in 2008 and I replaced her as 
co-director of the centre. The other co-director was the other founder of the centre, 
Christophe Pasquet, who also left some years later in 2011 and then I proposed that 
the person who was Chief of Administration should become co-director with me. 
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That’s my short career!
During my studies and first years of my career I had the opportunity to visit lots of 
art residencies and work in many different organisations. I got to know how they 
worked with artists and for me all the projects missed something. They could offer 
the artists a lot of space and time but they really didn’t support them in their careers. 
They didn’t introduce them to other art professionals. They didn’t help them with 
networking or even with meeting the inhabitants in the area. In the end, the artists 
were creating in solitude and not sharing their work with other people. The model is 
“you create on your own and then you show it”. It doesn’t matter if it is an art gallery 
a festival or whatever; the model was always the same. However for me the magic 
of art is exactly the moment of creation. This process marveled me and I wanted to 
know how it worked: how can you imagine things, how can you use your feelings, 
your body, your own experience ... and mainly, how can you share all that with other 
people to give them the opportunity to be creative in their lives? All my studies and 
first work experiences made me understand that.

When I worked in the video and electronic art festival in Montreal I realised that I re-
ally loved that job: coordinate, talk to people, help people meet other people, discover 
the skills and richness of the people I worked with and how to combine and use it for 
the good of the project. Maybe it wasn’t about leadership but more about coordinat-
ing and having an overview of a whole project. There I became aware of the fact that 
I had a good sense of analysis. It is maybe due to my science background that I love 
when everything is in frame and working well.

During my first two years in Mains d’Œuvres the two leaders weren’t here so often. 
They had to travel a lot and also worked in other organisations. So I was here alone 
with the staff and I had to make the decisions by myself. I also spent time discuss-
ing with the team in order to help them develop their projects. Everybody working 
here is quite autonomous in their work and the role of the leader is to support them. 
That’s how I conceive the leader: Not deciding for the people or telling people what 
to do but supporting the staff on what they want to do. The leader should analyze if 
the content fits our values and interests and if it is possible to do it within the organi-
sation using the available resources. The leader should also be able to invent tools for 
the staff to work all together inside the organisation. Now Mains d’Œuvres is a very 
complex cultural centre where there are lots of activities going on and not everybody 
knows what their colleagues are doing at the same time. In a sense, all of them are 
struggling for their own projects within the organisation and we need to find some 
harmony.
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LEADER’S SKILLS
I think that a leader in a cultural organisation should be multidisciplinary and not 
have only one or two skills. Some of the most important ones are planning, coor-
dinating and budgeting. The leader must also be creative in finding solutions. Not 
necessarily alone because they can also involve and motivate other people to find the 
right solution. Of course, the leader must have a clear vision for the organisation and 
be able to transmit the message to all of the staff during their work. For example here 
we have many people working on very different projects and they need someone to 
give them a direction for working together as well as give them feedback about what 

they are doing. They need to know that 
you are behind them supervising and 
that they are on the right track, doing 
something good and interesting. One last 
important thing is the way you gather the 
staff in order to generate some synergies.

In my opinion leadership is more about 
having a complete overview of the 
organisation, know the resources and 
coordinate them. And for me manage-
ment is more about human resources 
management and supporting people on 

what they are doing.

It’s the people who create the organisation. From our point of view it is not the leader 
who is building up the organisation. In Mains d’Œuvres all of us are building up the 
organisation, not only the directors. Everybody can contribute to the development of 
the organisation and the leaders are responsible for involving the staff in this process 
from the beginning. Even if someone works in one department or has a specific func-
tion they can have ideas for the whole project and we are open to hearing them. And 
so, in that way there are many leaders in Mains d’Œuvres. And for each activity there 
is a leader who is responsible for the project. I don’t lead their projects because I am 
the director; I only help them develop their projects.

We are now 25 people working in Mains d’Œuvres and this makes it quite hard to 
involve everybody in the project at the same level. We have many meetings but not 
everybody can attend them every time so that they can express their opinions and 
share their ideas. So what we try to do is to have different kind of meetings like the 
weekly team meeting, which is more logistic, or the content meetings which are for 
discussing the projects and what’s about to happen next in the centre. Then we have 
what we call “aperitifs” once a month to gather all the staff and also the artists in 
residency.

I base my leadership in 
complete trust of our 
collective intelligence and 
take care of the richness of 
the organisation.
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OUR VISION AND MISSION
When I arrived to Mains d’Œuvres the organisation already had a vision, so what I 
have done is to give continuity to that vision. The vision of Mains d’Œuvres is that 
art is part of the development of society. This is what we are convinced of and all our 
activities reflect that belief.  With our actions we really are making art become part 
of the development of society. You can see that in the creative processes we initiate, 
as well as in the projects we develop with different social actors, schools, ecologist 
groups, etc. For instance, our restaurant is a very important place for our work 
because it is the place where community gathers and neighbors come to spend time 
and discuss their ideas and projects. Our restaurant is not so profitable but we keep it 
because it allows us to be part of those processes. All this was not something new for 
me because that was also my belief before working here. I shared the organisation’s 
vision before directing it.

Mains d’Œuvres’ mission hasn’t changed since it was defined in the beginning but the 
thing is that we have lots of people coming and leaving the centre all the time. When 
there are new people new ideas flow inside the organisation and new things happen. 
So the main mission doesn’t change but our actions are not the same. One of our aims 
is to support artists but as a project manager in a discipline you can change the way 
of supporting them: for example one music programmer can put him/her energy into 
organising concerts to give visibility and to give space for rehearsals, and after him/
her another one can support the artists not only by focusing on space for rehearsals 
but also by organising partnerships with other venues so that the bands can tour and 
be heard in other cities.

TOO MUCH FREEDOM
The main problem we have in Mains d’Œuvres is that our staff is so motivated and 
they want to do too much. It is very difficult to stop them when they are working in 
their projects. Then they stress out and feel frustrated because they cannot achieve 
the pretentious objectives of their projects. We have some experts in governance 
leadership consulting in our centre because of this. With them we try to make our 
staff understand that they are already working hard for achieving our mission and 
that they should avoid overworking. Anyway it is very difficult... they come to me 
saying “we have the opportunity to have this artist that will be in France next month!” 
Yes, sure! But you already have ten concerts for next month. This is the problem with 
giving people too much freedom. Our staff is very happy here because they have lots 
of possibilities and they can do almost everything they want, but they have to find 
their own limits. Morgane, the other co-director, and I are writing a document about 
how we see the organisation now because it has grown a lot and there are new peo-
ple working here. We are rewriting the values of Mains d’Œuvres and freedom is one 
of them, but there must be limits to freedom when it goes against our own staff or 
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even against the organisation itself. For example, we cannot tolerate staff arriving late 
to our weekly meetings. So we want to give them a minimum of rules to frame how 
we want this project to continue living.

RETHINKING MAINS D’ŒUVRES
The last founders working here left one year ago and now is the moment for us to 
rethink Mains d’Œuvres. Maybe it is not about changing our activities but maybe to 
develop them. In the organisation there are now 25 people and there’s a lot of knowl-
edge here. The question is how can we use all the knowledge and resources that we 
have to develop new activities? Our priority during this re-thinking exercise is to 
change our business model and do our best to generate more income. That’s some-
thing we must do if we want to continue existing. Our figures need to change and we 
have to make the staff understand this also. Of course we are not here only to make 
money but we must find a balance between our income and expenses.

Now 45% of our budget comes from public subsidies, 5% is private sponsoring and 
the rest (50%) is our own income: the restaurant, the bar, music recording, rehearsal 
studio rental, and rental of spaces for private events. Since we want to change our 
business model to make it more sustainable, we will focus on the rental of our prem-
ises because we don’t have any marketing strategy for that part of our project. We 
also want to develop the bar because we know we can make more profit out of it.

ANNUAL PERSONAL DEBRIEF
Each year we publish a report of about 150 pages in which the project managers ex-
plain and reflect on what they have done during the year. They also include the feed-
back they have received from the audiences who attended the activities organised. 
Together with that written report, we have individual meetings with every employee 
in which they debrief us on what they have done last year, if they achieved their 
personal objectives or not and if they did, how they did it. What is more difficult for 
our staff is to understand our long-term objectives because they work on a daily basis 
and they sometimes lack the perspective of the development of the organisation. We 
work hard to make everybody understand and share that perspective. In fact we are 
planning to invite some of the members of our Board to come to Mains d’Œuvres and 
have a meeting with the staff to discuss all these questions, because it might be easier 
to have someone from the outside addressing these issues.  

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
In France we have several levels of public administration: National, regional, depart-
mental and the municipal. We get subsidies from all of these administrative levels 
and of course we have relationship with all of them, even if we get very little money 
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from each. It’s not always like that because there are organisations that get, for ex-
ample, 90% of their subsidies from the city and the rest from the other incomes. Our 
financial partners give us almost the same amount of subsidies, that’s why we haven’t 
developed a relationship different from one to the other. However, it is very import-
ant for us to have the public administrations involved in our project so once a year we 
organize a meeting with all of them together. We could have four different meetings, 
one with each of them, but we believe that it helps us to gain stronger support if we 
sit all of them at the same table, so they can understand what we are doing, and how 
we will use their financial support. We even tried to have a multiparty agreement 
with all of them together but it wasn’t possible because each administration has its 
own particularities. Anyway, we invite them to our events all year round so that they 
can see what we do.

ALICIA CARRIÓ
LA CASA INVISIBLE (Málaga, Spain)



ALICIA CARRIÓ
LA CASA INVISIBLE (Málaga, Spain)

Started working in La Casa Invisible: 2007 
Professional inspiration: Sustainable living 
What my centre means to me: An experimental centre with horizontal democracy.
Most important words for leadership in an independent centre: Organization. Horizontal democracy. Em-
pathy. Economy. Social contents. Culture. Integration. Self responsibility. Communication. Organization 
(again).

La Casa Invisible 
Founded: 2007
Yearly visitors: 5 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 0 / 30 / 50
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 95%
Previous function of the buildings: Palace
Total space of the centre: 2 200 sqm
 
Our vision: We believe in self organization and direct democracy. 
 
www.lainvisible.net
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LA CASA INVISIBLE AND ME
I come from Argentina and I have been living in Spain for forty years. I am an activist 
and I left Argentina because of political reasons. Some years ago I found out about 
a very active social movement going on in Málaga whose radiating centres were 
several squatted self-managed social centres that never had the time to develop 
because they were evicted in a very short period of time. In 2007 I met some people 
who were very involved in this movement and I joined the squatting action of a nine-
teenth century palace owned by the Munici-
pality and located in the center of Málaga. This 
building is now La Casa Invisible.

Málaga is the result of very strong gentrifica-
tion processes due to the implementation of 
tourist policies aiming to transform the city 
into a touristic reference in the South of Spain. 
Because of this, the arts and culture that the 
Municipality supports are mainstream and con-
sumption-oriented. Within this context, there 
was no room for self-organised and alternative 
cultural production. La Casa Invisible became 
the right place for self-organisation and the 
development of collective projects. Its name “The Invisible House” derives from the 
core group of people that squatted the building: Los Creadores Invisibles (The Invis-
ible Artists). They took their name in contrast to those who are the visible or official 
artists. In fact, the building was squatted the same day as the opening of the Málaga 
Spanish Film Festival.

The origins of La Casa Invisible began with temporary squatting actions throughout 
ten years. Those squatted buildings were nothing but meeting points for planning 
political and insurrectional activities. However the lack of a space for independent 
and self-managed cultural production in the city was so flagrant that the day La Casa 
Invisible was squatted, many different people joined the action. We were not only 
political activists and underground artists. There were also other kinds of people and 
professionals: intellectuals, professors and even many “official artists”.

I have always been a very curious person and besides my career as an architect I also 
paint and have other artistic interests (community theatre, etc.). During a course on 
philosophy I met some of the members of the Creadores Invisibles group and by the 
effect of social networks I found myself in the middle of what, in my opinion, was the 
most interesting cultural movement in the Málaga region, namely La Casa Invisible. 
I live in Marbella, about 60 km from Málaga and for several years I was driving to 
Málaga three and four times a week to help out in La Casa Invisible. The more the 

Once somebody asked me 
if La Casa Invisible aimed 
to change the world and 
I said... YES! Not today, not 
tomorrow... but we live in a 
world that can be better.
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You asked me if a project like La 
Casa Invisible is sustainable. Let 
me tell you something: Nothing 
is sustainable if you don’t try it.

project was developed the more I understood that I didn’t want to sit and paint all 
alone in a rented studio... I wanted to engage in a collective cultural project. I took 
part in other cultural projects here but La Casa Invisible was a much more compre-
hensive project, it has very strong theoretical foundations that points to a more fair 
society. We live in a very unfair world and we have the resources and capabilities 
to change this situation. I don’t mean only from an economical perspective but also 
social, cultural, ecological, etc. If there is the possibility for the humankind to survive 
it is not far away from the paths 
that La Casa Invisible proposes. 
This is the reason why for me a 
cultural project like La Casa In-
visible and politics are the same 
thing. I mean politics as a way of 
being in the world. La Casa Invisi-
ble has existed since 2007 and 
we don’t really know where we 
are heading for. It is just an experiment. A little experiment that might help society 
go forward step by step. We are now a model in certain fields and for certain people 
who believe that the world can be different, that there are other ways of doing things: 
self-management, direct democracy, free culture for everybody...

MY CONTRIBUTION TO THE CENTRE
La Casa Invisible exists in an old palace in very bad conditions and we are refur-
bishing it. Since I am an architect I am participating in this process. My contribution 
in this sense might be not direct because refurbishment is not my speciality, other 
colleagues are taking care of that part, but I have been very active in coordinating 
actions and organising related activities. However my main contribution to La Casa 
Invisible is my vision. I have a quite comprehensive overview of the centre and I have 
very clear ideas about what the centre should irradiate. Because of this I have always 
been in charge of, let’s say it like this, networking and promoting the centre. Obvious-
ly, there are many people working in La Casa Invisible and each of us are interested in 
different fields. I am more oriented to arts and culture and I network in this area.

One thing I love about La Casa Invisible is that once the Assembly places its confi-
dence in you, you are more or less free to do whatever you want to do. I took advan-
tage of that confidence for promoting La Casa Invisible where I thought it would be 
interesting for the centre. That’s how we decided to participate in Leaders Lab. We 
are now living through very hard moments but in my opinion La Casa Invisible is 
well-known in Spain and even abroad.
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MY MOTIVATION
One of the reasons why I collaborate with La Casa Invisible is the contact with young 
people. They are bursting with enthusiasm and they are eager to put their ideas 
into practice. They want to start their own projects and you only have to give them a 
chance. The young people around La Casa Invisible have a really good education, they 
have university studies... but nobody helps them. Most of them are unemployed or 
live in very precarious professional and economical situations. We do our best to help 
them with all the resources that we have.

ORGANIzATION AND FUNDING
Our centre is a self-managed social and cultural centre. This means that our organisa-
tion is horizontal and that the Assembly is the only decision-making body. We have an 
open meeting every 15 days and anyone can attend it. These meetings are sometimes 
crowded and sometimes attended by very few people. From the beginning of La Casa 
Invisible we have progressed a lot in the way we are organized.

If somebody wants to do something in La Casa Invisible, they must apply with a writ-
ten project. The Assembly votes if the project is accepted or not. If it is accepted, a 
commission will monitor and evaluate the project and its results. We don’t accept any 
project. We demand the projects to be aligned with La Casa Invisible’s objectives and 

have a positive outcome.

There is another rule which is that any mon-
ey generating activity that takes place in the 
centre must donate a small percentage to La 
Casa Invisible. This money is NOT used to pay 
the people who work in the centre because 
we are all volunteers but it is used to cover 
the general expenses of keeping the centre 
open and working. We once received a grant 
and could hire one person for some months, 
but that was something unusual that didn’t 

last so long. Although some people make a living with the catering services we offer 
inside the centre. We have several cooperatives under the same cooperative group. 
There is one cooperative that manages the bar, the cafeteria and the night-time 
restaurant and there is another one for the day-time restaurant. Now La Casa Invisi-
ble is open all day long. It is a very comfortable place with a very nice terrace. During 
the summer, especially, it is full of people. 

For us everything people do 
is culture. Creativity and 
art are also culture and 
they should not be only for 
the ones who can pay for it.
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RELATIONSHIP WITH THE PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION
In our relationship with the public administration, we have arrived to a dead-end 
road. After several years of dialogue with the Municipality, after making legal efforts 
to meet all the requirements imposed by them (we have even established a foun-
dation), they now refuse any interlocution with us. The dialogue with the public 
administration doesn’t exist anymore. They haven’t evicted us from the building but 
we cannot communicate with them at all. They don’t even receive us. And it is not a 
matter of money because we have never received any money from them.

We prefer to negotiate with politicians rather than with civil servants. Civil servants 
don’t give a damn about anything but politicians might listen to you if they can 
take advantage of what you offer them. Anyway for us interlocution is not the most 
important point. Our problem is funding. The public administration wastes lots of 
money but it doesn’t invest in participatory projects like La Casa Invisible. We would 
be happy to have access to public funding for our centre. The problem appears when 
politicians think they can manipulate us just because we have received a grant. And 
we won’t tolerate it. That’s all.

We have a quite good relationship with the University of Málaga because there are 
many professors linked to La Casa Invisible. We collaborate with them when it comes 
to organising conferences or courses about contemporary topics.

STRATEGY
At least twice a year we hold a private meeting for the members of the core group of 
La Casa Invisible. These meetings last for 2 or 3 days and during that time we rede-
fine our objectives, which must be checked very often because we work with living 
material. We have to be very receptive to the demands of the city. In this sense we are 
very political because that is what politics is all about. Our mission is to help people 
understand the world and one of our main tools is pedagogy; in La Casa Invisible you 
can find workshops on every topic you can imagine. In a horizontal organization one 
of the most difficult things is to efficiently keep the focus on what you do. It is much 
easier when there is only one person leading and setting the rules, but we don’t want 
that. We want a society in which everybody is autonomous and can freely express 
their opinion.

We have had to learn a lot during these years because in the beginning we didn’t 
know how to organise ourselves. We are now very pragmatic in our meetings and 
every person that attends a meeting must know what can be said and what not, what 
can be done and what not. Certain basic rules must be set and respected. The centre 
must be cleaned and we all have to do it. So we have shifts for it and we also have 
cleanliness standards. All this cannot be extemporised, there are heavy theoretical 
basis under our organisational system and practices.



PER ARNE ALSTAD
TOU SCENE (STAVANGER, NORWAY)

Position in Tou Scene: General Manager 
Started working in Tou: 2007
Professional inspiration: Compassion and commitment. 
What Tou Scene means to me: Quite a lot. As many others with such a job, the work is closely related to me 
as a person. It becomes a way of life where my personal environment is linked to the job. The distinction 
between work and private life exists, but is obscured.

Tou Scene 
Founded: 2005
Yearly visitors: 130 000 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 5 / 12 / 5
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 75%
Previous function of the buildings: Brewery 
Total space of the centre: 4 000 Sqm
 
Our vision: Is to be a complete art factory 
 
www.touscene.com
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PER ARNE ALSTAD
TOU SCENE (STAVANGER, NORWAY)

BACKGROUND
I studied culture management, marketing and economics before I started working 
with the municipality as a festival coordinator. Most of the work was focused on mak-
ing things possible – and easy – for the festival organisers, which meant that I liaised 
with the different departments of municipality, police, fire department and other 
stakeholders. We managed to make it a bit too easy and at some point there was 
almost one festival a week, which competed with the indoor culture events in the city. 

When I came in to Tou in 2007 the organisation was run by artists. The programme 
was great but the organisation had gone bankrupt a year earlier. The municipality, 
however, had seen the value and potential of the project and so I was asked by the 
board to join TOU.
 

LEADERSHIP
I would like to think that I’m open to dialogue, but I know that some of the staff 
sometimes think I’m too “fast” in my decisions. When that happens I don’t always at-
tend to it, sometimes you need to make fast decisions. And sometimes I get criticised 
for it, but they know me and most of them have learned to handle it.

I am focused; if we have a goal, I keep it in front of me all the time. Not getting close to 
the goal but we are going on the goal. And yes, I’m working a lot, and I know some of 
my staff have issues with that, so I’ve 
learned to go home at 16.00 everyday 
and work from home. The staff are also 
working a lot but I’m always on my 
phone or e-mail, except for when I’m 
watching football; you need some-
where to hide. 

I sometimes feel that I should be even 
more open to new ideas. I sometimes 
feel that I have the best solution. I’m 
not the only one who should decide on 
what the conclusion is. I don’t have an 
artistic/creative part of the brain, my 
mind is more oriented towards numbers, structures and excel sheets. I think that all 
problems have solutions.

My job is mainly development, the other staff are running things in terms of issues 
and programming. I work with the programming profile for example, but not pro-
gramming. It’s about getting the tools for the staff. 

You can’t really look at the 
progress of our work from a 
close perspective, there are 
ups and downs, but if you look 
at the wider picture we have 
done a lot of things right. 
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PROGRAMMING, MANAGEMENT & THE EXPANSION
When I started out we didn’t have any programming for half a year. But took our time 
to understand and evaluate the activity in the buildings. We went from 2050sqm to 
todays 4000sqm. You can’t really look at the progress of our work from a close per-
spective, there are ups and downs, but if you look at the wider picture we have done a 
lot of things right. As of today we are looking to further expand from our 4000sqm to 
13000sqm, but then that’s it.

BUILDINGS
When it comes to buildings we have to grow slowly though, we are adding 1 500 sqm 
in 2014 . When we are all done with our 13 000 sqm, almost 80% (10 500 sqm) of 
the buildings will be spaces dedicated to production rather than presentation. It’s a 
huge investment to expand like this and the municipality who owns the buildings is 
investing 300 million NOK (approx. 37 000 000€).

Right now we are in discussion with the municipality about subsidising the spaces. 
The ideal situation for us would be that the public funding cover 50% of the cost 
and that TOU Scene would manage the rest. The important thing is to not divide the 
different rent and management functions too much. We will have more than 100 
tenant-contracts and we are the only organisation in Stavanger who is capable of 
managing that, I think. In addition it’s a lot more clear and safe for our organisation if 
we have one big subsidy from the municipality instead of having smaller ones based 
on projects and spaces. The contract we have running is for 20 years + a 20 year 
option.

STRATEGY
When we did our strategy work, a process that took nearly a year, we involved 
everyone. 700 people were involved in the process, everyone from staff to tenants 
to commercial and public stakeholders. 
The document ended up being 16 pages, 
which is a bit unmanageable so we made a 
short version of 4 pages, which is way more 
readable.

We implement the goals in the strategy through our yearly work plan. The actions in 
the plan have to be matched with the strategy. We follow up every 6 months to check 
if we are in line with the goals. We have a colouring system of green – for “perfectly in 
line with the strategy”, yellow for “this is where we are struggling” and red for “this 
is impossible”. Usually around 50% is in the green, a hundred percent success rate 
would be impossible.

700 people were involved 
in the STRATEGY process.
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PROGRAMMING
We present both big concerts and smaller more “complex” contemporary art pieces. 
We keep the “avant garde” notion from the early days and I would say that we never 
prostitute ourselves in terms of commercially motivated programming. There’s noth-
ing wrong  being  a commercial venue, but when we have public funding we don’t 
want to compete with those without.

We define contemporary art as art produced right now - which includes rock bands 
and all the way to the less “available” art. The art that is “harder” to understand has a 
great value as well, not only for the audience but it’s usually of high relevance to the 
artists we are working with. We never have any programming conflicts in terms of 
space since we have a lot of different small stages. 

The biggest paying audience is at the concerts, but you should keep in mind that 60% 
of our programme is free of charge. 

STAKEHOLDERS: BOARD 
We have chosen to have one staff member in the board at all times, keeping the roles 
completely separate. When you are in 
the board - you are a board member, 
and the same applies for the day to day 
work. It gives the staff a greater under-
standing of what the board really does 
and it has the benefit of adding to the 
transparency of the organisation. 

The board has transformed from a place where I report, to a board that is active 
and working hard on the strategy and being involved in all aspects of the business. 
Though they never touch the day to day work, so they are not TOO involved.

STAKEHOLDERS: PUBLIC RELATIONS/MEDIA
I hate that shit. Why? Because usually it takes a lot of time, too much time. And they 
ask the same questions all the time. “Yes, we are still working on the electricity!”. A 
good thing is that media and the municipality agree that we need to do this big ex-
pansion, so everyone is working in the same direction. Ok, so it can be fun when there 
are new things being presented but I never call the media, they always call us. I think 
that ideally it should go both ways. 

I know it’s important, and there is a split responsibility between myself and the pro-
gramming director.

We have a colouring system 
FOR FOLLOWING UP ACTIONS IN 
OUR YEARLY WORK PLAN.
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STAKEHOLDERS: POLITICIANS
I have a very good relationship with the politicians because some of them are my 
friends and partly because I’ve worked in the municipality prior to working here. I 
meet them formally every second month, but in an informal context I meet them all 
the time, at openings, concerts or over a beer. And they are very positive about TOU 
and agree that something needs to be done. That’s why we could start the building 
project before the renting deal was done on paper.

STAKEHOLDERS: ARTISTS
When we are designing and creating new spaces for the artists we never begin 
constructing anything before the artists have had their say. It’s important to have an 
ongoing conversation with the artists, so that we also can connect them with our oth-
er partners. Usually we do this in a informal way since we don’t have any formulated 
way of doing the connections otherwise. It’s very important, maybe most important, 
to understand and socialise with the tenants to know their needs.

In terms of connecting tenants with each other, we are struggling with this and trying 
to find systematic ways to connect the people working here. Today I would say that 
we are not an incubator, or rather, a passive incubator. I would like if we could some 
day also be an active one. But we are already a kind of a hub. And we meet in the 
heart of the building, the cafeteria and we are also building a bar for hangout and all 
the tenants can come to the concerts for free. But with the expansion of the space we 
also need to develop the organisation. 

STAFF
We are a very small team so everyone in my administrative staff is a leader in some 
way – dealing with people. When we are recruiting I’m looking for experience or 
no-experience. Both have their values. The ones without experience can be sort of 
molded into the organisation in a good way.

ROLE IN THE REGION
The political motives for running and supporting TOU is a lot about “life after oil”. 
How does this region survive in the future? TOU is not in itself the strategy, but on a 
higher level, this job that we are doing is a lot about creating an attractive region to 
attract competence. 

When TOU started out there was nothing but derelict old factory buildings, some of 
them had been closed for 30 years. We have seen the development and been a driving 
factor in the gentrification of the area. This seems to be what every city in Europe is 
struggling with; what should we live off in the future?

JOUKO ASTOR
VERKATEHDAS (Hämeenlinna , FINLAND)



JOUKO ASTOR
VERKATEHDAS (Hämeenlinna , FINLAND)

Position in the centre: CEO  
Started working in Tou: 2001 
Most important words for leadership in an independent centre: Criticism. Love of arts. Respect of audiences. 
Understand your finances. Learn to communicate with everyone. 
 
Verkatehdas 
Founded: 2004
Yearly visitors: 457 082 
People working in the centre (full-time/part-time/volunteers): 19 / 10 / 0
Non-public funding income as percent of turnover: 82%
Previous function of the buildings: Fabric and leather factories and granaries
Total space of the centre: 30 000 sqm
 
Our vision: Getting arts back to the city. 
 
www.verkatehdas.fi
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THE ORIGINS OF VERKATEHDAS
Originally the Verkatehdas buildings were granaries. In fact the oldest building was 
built in 1832. The newest one was finished in 1945 and it was first a wool factory and 
then a brick factory. They also produced leather goods here like shoes. But the main 
activity was the production of fabrics, especially during the 1950’s. There were 120 
sewing machines and 1.300 people working here. In the beginning of the sixties the 
factory went bankrupt, closed and all the employees were fired. That was a shock 
for the city and its inhabitants. No one knows now what the plans were but the City 
bought the industrial buildings in 1978. Perhaps they had the intention to renovate 
them as family housing but nothing happened.

During the 80’s some educational and youth organisations began to use this area for 
occasional activities. And with the deep economic crisis in Finland during the 90’s, 
both public and commercial cultural organisations used these industrial facilities 
heavily for their projects. That was a very pivotal moment for radical change in the 
political approach to culture. Culture became one of the main strategic focus points 
for the development of the region. Maybe culture wasn’t the most important subject, 
but it was in the spotlight. From 1995 to 2010 the City of Hämeenlinna built up a 
totally new cultural infrastructure. That was part of the new development strategy 
of the region. That’s something that makes us different from other cultural centres 
in Trans Europe Halles: We were not insurgents or rebels. Ours was a project lead by 
the establishment and there were about 20 people involved in it.

BECOMING A LEADER
Regarding my education I have three degrees: I first studied Education in the Univer-
sity of Tampere, then I got a Professional Diploma in Arts Management in the Sibelius 
Academy in Helsinki and finally I got a Masters’ Degree in Social Science. However I 
keep training myself in very different fields and ways as much as I can.

I started working in the cultural sector in 1982. In 2000 Helsinki was one of the 
European Capitals of Culture and I joined the project in 1997. My main field of work 
for the Helsinki project and in Hämeenlinna was culture for children. After that, by 
the end of 2001 I joined the Verkatehdas project and I have been working here since 
then. The goal at that time was to turn an old industrial building into an arts and con-
gress centre and I started working as a project manager for the cultural development 
of this area. In January 2005 Verkatehdas was established as a cultural organisation 
but it belonged to the Municipality. We didn’t become independent until the autumn 
of 2006 and that was when I was awarded the position of Managing Director of the 
cultural centre.

In my case, becoming a leader was the result of my own personal development. When 
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you work you deepen your knowledge of the organisation and you take more and 
more responsibilities. If you are an ambitious person you simply want to go forward. 
Besides that it’s quite easy to become a manager or a leader if someone trusts in you. 
That’s how one day I found myself in the position of Managing Director at Verkateh-
das. For me trust is one of the foundations of leadership, your staff must trust in you, 
your board must trust in you, the owner of the building must trust in you. Otherwise 
leadership is not sustainable in time.

STRATEGIC THINKING
Change always happens in the past. We come to realise that there has been change, 
when the change itself has already happened. What we experience in the present is 
only the consequence of change. Now we are told that we must be ready for change, 
but that is absurd because our only chance is to react to that change. When we define 
visions and missions we must analyse what has happened in the last ten years. I 
remember a meeting with some colleagues a few years ago where one of them was 
very worried because in his cultural centre some people wanted to do new things. 
He refused all proposals with the same argument: “Our values don’t accept that”. I 
asked my colleagues what time their values were from and the answer was that their 
values were from the moment when we all started in this... back in the 80‘s. Then I 
questioned if those were values or instead memories from the past. What I always 
ask myself as a leader or as a manager is how long our values, missions and visions 
are valid or based on reality.

We usually justify our centres saying that arts and culture are core values. We think 
that art has a positive impact on society and that is true. That is a very solid value. Art 
is important, but the question is if our centre or organisation is important for culture 
and arts? We cannot justify our existence or ask for support by merely say that art is 
important for society because almost everybody agrees. What we must say is that our 
organisation is capable of achieving this and that we are professional and we can help 
art to have an impact on society. We know it.

Our values are professionalism and excellence... we want to be sure to deliver high 
quality services to our customers. The goal of our work is to help our customers, art-
ists and organisations renting work spaces, succeed in their own work. Regarding the 
audiences, our goal is to offer creative experiences. We put together the producers 
and the audiences and we must do it with the best quality.

MANAGEMENT TOOLS
As Managing Director of Verkatehdas I mainly use four tools: The first one is a Master 
Business Plan, then the Annual Budget, a Staff Plan and the Communication Plan. 
Together with these four tools I often use the risk assessment. For instance, I prepare 
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the annual budget and combine it with the risk analysis. Having a risk policy has be-
come very important in my professional development as a Managing Director.

STRATEGY AND EVALUATION
Verkatehdas mission is to make Hämeenlinna a city of culture again. The city was 
quite a famous cultural city during the fifties but it collapsed in the sixties and seven-
ties. Our vision is that Verkatehdas becomes a place for success. We have to work in a 
way that enables our custumers to be successful in their activities. That’s the reason 
why we aim for the highest quality in everything that we do: professional work, ex-
cellent services, sound equipment, security, cleaning, etc. We work for the producers 
and for the audiences... and in this way we work for ourselves.

When we wrote our Master Business Plan for the first time, we tried to define what 
Verkatehdas was. We came to several very good definitions but the problem was that 
every time that we took the name Verkatehdas away from the definition we weren’t 
able to recognise it as our cultural centre. It was only a list of good intentions. It was 
not a definition. It was more like a lottery 
ticket. Then we changed our approach to 
defining Verkatehdas and started to think 
about how the people in the city perceived 
us and what they expected from us. We 
wanted to know what we could offer to the 
city. That totally changed our perspective. 
Since then we have understood that we 
must be customer-oriented because we 
don’t work for ourselves but for the city.

We wrote the Master Business Plan in 
2007/2008 and we haven’t really changed 
it until now. What we do every three years 
is to redefine our key strategic goals so we 
can evaluate the results of our work. We 
then publish the statistics and the results 
of the evaluation.

ACTIVE CUSTOMERS
In Verkatehdas from 85-90% of the activities and events are organised by our cus-
tomers. We accept every kind of activity. The only rule is that the activities cannot 
contravene the law. We only produce about 10 or 15% of the programme. In this 
case, our policy is to enrich the diversity of the programme. We produce quite a lot of 
chamber music and contemporary music, for example. We also have residencies for 

In Verkatehdas we have old 

buildings but also new buildings. 

Both of them are problematic to 

manage. The only difference is 

that the old buildings give you 

more problems and more often. 

Anyway, the problems are the 

same and the solutions for them 

are also the same.
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local emerging rock bands.

DECISION-MAKING
Verkatehdas is a public company with a board over the Managing Director. The board 
is composed of three professionals and two politicians. The Chairman was the direc-
tor of the Finnish broadcasting company and now he is the right hand of Finland’s 
Prime Minister. The other two professionals on the board have TV/film industry and 
academic backgrounds. The members of the board gather about six or seven times 
a year and during the board meetings I report the figures of the centre, we discuss 
about the budget, the most important strategic decision, the risk policy, investments 
over 75.000€, etc. For the rest of the “every day” work let’s say, I am responsible for 
all decisions but it doesn’t mean that I make all the decisions. I am used to delegating. 

MANAGEMENT STYLE AND FUNDRAISING
Before I used to be more of a leader and now I am more of a manager. But in my 
opinion there is not a big difference between a manager and a leader. It depends a lot 
on the situation whether you have to act more like a leader or more like a manager. 
When I am sitting in my office working I am a manager, but when I go downstairs 
into the public spaces of the centre and meet the staff or the audience it’s more about 

leadership. As a manager you have the power but 
also the responsibility and you have to decide care-
fully what people have to do. Everybody here must 
know what they are supposed to do and what others 
do.

Delegating power and responsibility is the core of 
my management style. In my opinion, that’s the key 

to become a good manager. When you delegate, you reduce your power in the organ-
isation. I sometimes say that as manager or leader in a cultural organisation, I have a 
mission to motivate my staff to do what I want them to do and then I spend the rest of 
my time fundraising for them.

Our annual budget comes from the rental of our facilities, the box-office, our spon-
sors (a consumer cooperative, an insurance and bank company, the most important 
regional newspaper, an energy consulting firm and a clothing company) and 20% is a 
subsidy from the Municipality.

STAFF AND SALARIES
In Verkatehdas we have 19 full-time employees and from 10 to 15 part-time employ-
ees. Our employees are well paid... not so well that they are rich! But they are well 

We can plan only half 
of what we do, the 
rest just happens.
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paid. My salary policy is that we have to pay better wages than other cultural organ-
isations in the region, including the public administration. The reason is that I don’t 
want my staff to leave Verkatehdas because of economic reasons. They also have good 
work conditions, a good health care insurance and other social benefits. I think that 
if people are well paid they will be motivated. We don’t need team-building activities. 
I don’t believe in them. We are all adults, we are all professional and we are proud of 
our work. The only activities we organise for the staff are two dinners every year; one 
in spring and the other one in autumn, just before Christmas. 

REWARDS
When you are young, in your thirties or forties, you love to see your name in the 
newspapers or to be interviewed in the radio or TV. Now my ambitions are quite 
different. Obviously you get your rewards beyond your salary; for example when you 
see that the centre’s figures are going well, that the box office is selling tickets or even 
when you see people getting excited in the audience. That’s when you are happy and 
proud of your work. It fulfills your ambitions.
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Leaders Stories brings together the leadership and personal experiences 
of eleven leaders working in European independent cultural centres. The 
interviews in this publication provide the reader with a good overview of 
the diversity of governance models, leadership styles and management 
tools that can be found in this particular arts organisations all the way 
from Southern to Northern Europe. 
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