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Legacies of failure to win the city of culture: Liminality, civicism 
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A B S T R A C T   

The European Capital of Culture Programme and the UK Cities of Culture Programme have emerged as important 
vehicles in the realisation of the promise of culture led regeneration. However, while value of bidding both in 
terms of cultural value and public value is well documented, less attention has been given to those cities that 
loose in their attempts to become Capital of Culture. Drawing on the works of Turner, we conceive of the bidding 
phase of a competitive cultural mega event competition as a liminal phase; where the ‘old’ rules of cultural 
organising are put into flux, and where novel or creative solutions can be re-imagined. Using a case study 
methodology, the paper draws attention to the ways the bidding process shapes the cities, and the legacy effects 
made possible through engagement in the process. We show how the competitive nature of the bidding process 
(often with cities competing with their close neighbours), enables a particular form of civic pride, that is, civicism 
to enrol stakeholder support to ‘do it for the bid’ and set the scene for transformation. We propose that the legacy 
of bidding is not just about winning (or not) but leveraging the process for sustainable change. We discuss how 
two places, in competing to host a cultural mega event, used the bid to create change to redress structural and 
social inequalities. While the emphasis in the current discourse is a ‘winner takes all’, we evidence that this does 
not do justice to the transformative effect of bidding for those cities that do not go on to host the event. The 
framework presented in this work offers cities a model to reflect on the transformative potential of bidding for 
yearlong cultural events.   

1. Introduction 

Cities have emerged as key sites in the knowledge economy (Cooke & 
Luciana, 2008; Evans, 2009; Florida, 2006; 2017 and Hospers, 2003). 
Cultural events and programming have been at the heart of this process 
(Gunay & Dokmeci, 2012; Miles & Paddison, 2005). The European 
Capital of Culture Programme (ECC) and the UK Cities of Culture Pro-
gramme (UKCC) have emerged as important vehicles in the realisation 
of the promise of culture-led regeneration (see Garcia, e.g., 2004, 2005). 
The Capital/City of Culture title focuses on a single place, usually with 
deep social, economic, and educational inequalities, and allows cities to 
invest in the belief that arts, culture, and heritage development will be 
transformative in social and economic growth. These are cultural 
mega-events with operating budgets running to tens of millions of euros. 
The potential in bidding for such accolades is now clear. Civic author-
ities are attracted to the revenues generated from the hosting of titles 
and the relationships gained (McCardle, 2017). These can come in many 

forms, from extra tourism spend and new infrastructural investment to 
increased citizen engagement (in arts or sports) as well as a general 
boosting of civic pride following a successful event or designation that 
leads to international recognition (McArdle, 2017). However, Campbell, 
Cox, and O’Brien caution against framing success in terms of short-term 
gains that satisfy funders and politicians (e.g., hotel bed nights) to 
suggest that if culture is really to be used as a form of regeneration or 
renewal then the longer-term effects on structures, investment and 
reducing inequalities need to be considered (Campbell, Cox, & O’Brien, 
2016). 

While the value of bidding both in terms of cultural value and public 
value is well documented (Crossick & Kaszynska, 2016; Warwick 
Commission, 2015), many academic commentators have been critical of 
such bids, claiming that hosts overstate the benefits, and direct funds 
away from other cultural programmes (Green, 2017). However, there is 
less evidence on those cities that fail to win and the concomitant impact 
this has on the town/city (Richards & Marques, 2016). Indeed, the 
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literature remains focused primarily on the processes, the outcomes and 
legacy of hosting a year-long city and cultural program (see for example 
Garcia, 2004, 2017). While, the specifics of the bid process and the 
legacy of this have been neglected in the literature, and, more pointedly 
there has been little research on the legacy of bidding for the losing cities 
(Richards & Marques, 2016). This is surprising given first, the level of 
activity generated by the bid process itself, and secondly, on the large 
numbers of cities that apply and fail compared to those that go on to host 
ECC/CCs. 

2. Literature review 

The ECC program began in 1985. Athens was the first city to be 
designated European Capital and Glasgow securing the title of the first 
UK Capital in 1990 (UNeECC, 2016). Since then, 323 cities have held the 
title of Capital of Culture (Green, 2017). The UKCC competition was 
established after Liverpool gained the 2008 European Capital of Culture 
title. The UK City of Culture’s aim is to “encourage the use of culture and 
creativity as a catalyst for regeneration, to promote the development of 
new partnerships, and to encourage ambition, innovation and inspira-
tion in cultural and creative activity” (DCMS, 2017, p.3). The social and 
economic impact of hosting the year of culture (e.g., Herrero, et al., 
2006; Richards & Wilson, 2004), or criticisms thereof (see O’Callaghan 
& Linehan, 2007; Wilson & O’Brien, 2012) are the key themes addressed 
in the literature on cities of culture. However, the process of bidding to 
become a city or capital of culture remains under explored. The work of 
Cunningham and Platt (2019); Green (2017) and Griffiths (2006), are 
the exceptions to this trend. However, in this work there is a tendency to 
focus on how existing cultural infrastructure can be mobilised to deliver 
on a year-long cultural programme (with focus on numbers of theatres, 
galleries artists, participating etc.) and variations on the city as an 
exemplar European, and/or creative city. How the city as is, is shaped 
and altered during the process of bidding itself has been less of a 
concern. 

The belief that hosting year-long cultural or other sporting events 
offers access to attractive planned externalities (economic, social, cul-
tural, environmental and political) for towns and cities is not new (Gold 
& Gold, 2005; Holden, 2006; Misener McPherson McGillivray & Legg, 
2018) but has always been open to criticism as true cost benefit analysis 
is not shown, (O’Brien, 2010) or because the planned outcomes is seen 
as instrumental and fails at. satisfying their targeted cultural audiences 
(Gilmore, 2013). But these titles continue to remain attractive to policy 
makers, politicians and local citizens when benefits are made clear and 
collective ownership is real; the promises of better infrastructure, 
vibrant town centres, and safer, civic cohesive spaces embody the draw 
of a City/Capital of Culture. The idea of adding to, or, creating public 
value by bidding for a large-scale event can be used to help create the 
step changes that local authorities might want to undertake, but are 
normally precluded from making due to budgetary constraints. Bidding 
for an award affords towns/cities a narrative upon which to hang shifts 
in public policy. Alongside this multi-partnership investment to 
construct both social and economic change is also forthcoming and, 
legitimated. 

Bidding for cultural events requires the bidder to ensure consent 
from the host population (Green, 2017). Consent is usually successfully 
secured by creating a sense of ownership and personal investment 
among the bidding host’s citizens (Foley et al., 2012). Indeed, it is often 
the case that, in response to the criteria of the competition, the bidding 
team must concurrently mobilize and enroll actors into the process 
across a range of areas: the incumbent cultural sector, the political sector 
(i.e. local representatives and local members of parliament), the public 
sector (city management and other public-sector rep organisations in 
tourism, economic development etc.), private sector (from small re-
tailers to large multinational corporations also across a range of sectors), 
other agencies (i.e. non-profit and community sector organisations) and 
of course, the local citizens (Richards & Marques, 2016). This network 

mobilisation is not merely a process of taking names in support of the 
bid. Rather, it is a matter of involving these various actors to collectively 
(en)vision the city as a Capital or City of Culture and, of actively 
co-authoring the bid. Similarly, the bid process is not merely about 
filling in a pro forma application behind closed doors. Instead, it is part 
of an open process, involving staging events, calling out for contribu-
tions, inviting consultants, and traveling to current and past bidding 
cities that lies somewhere on the spectrum between the democratization 
of culture and cultural democracy approaches that are often juxtaposed 
(Bailey et al., 2004). 

Campbell, Cox, and O’Brien (2016) caution that local bid teams need 
to reconcile the top-down approach of the government department title 
and bid criteria with the place-based, bottom-up approach of each city. 
While some argue that the nomenclature of public good to deliver a 
cultural strategy that fits the vision of policy makers and local people is 
idealistic, others suggest that utilizing a bidding process developed over 
several years as a vehicle, makes the improbable much more likely. 
Bailey et al. (2004) suggest that, post-bid, engagement with local cul-
tural identity and distinctiveness is key to continued success. The liter-
ature has, therefore, established a tension between the bidding process 
as a bottom-up opportunity for public value creation, and a more 
top-down, potentially culturally homogenising process (Florida, 2017) 
which is also a product of neoliberal economic agenda (Peck, 2005). 

Bryson et al. (2021) suggest that, in order to address social and 
economic inequalities, projects aiming for social transformation require 
a collective reasoning (Bryson et al., 2021). Brown et al., suggest that 
“public value creation has now become a general term associated with 
the processes of collaborative negotiation especially between govern-
ment officials and other stakeholders, directed at resolving social 
problems and achieving shared goals or purposes” (Brown, 2021, p 804). 
Many others have been influential in the development of public value 
theory (Alford & O’Flynn, 2009; Belfiore & Bennett, 2007; Benington & 
Moore, 2011 and Bozeman & Johnson, 2015) and, it is because of this 
development in public administration that the use of public value as a 
concept and a tool is now being used in local authority settings, in 
community engagement and, in gaining community consensus; 
including in the use of a bidding processes to create public value and a 
common good for city citizens. Given the criticisms of ECC/UKCC 
regarding the realisation of structural changes and, addressing in-
equalities, it is appropriate to ask how cities might effectively incorpo-
rate a public value perspective when bidding for such titles. We consider 
this in our research by adopting liminality as a conceptual frame for the 
bidding process. 

2.1. The bid as liminal 

We conceive of the bidding phase of a competitive cultural mega 
event competition as liminal where the ‘old’ rules of cultural organising 
are put into flux, and where novel or creative solutions can be re- 
imagined (Turner Victor, 1982). The liminal quality of the bid plays a 
role in the mobilisation and enrolment of key multi-agency actors whose 
involvement is required by the bid process (e.g., community and civic 
groups, the business community, elected local politicians, members of 
the cultural community/artists). Liminal times and spaces are consid-
ered creative ‘inter-structural’ situations where culturally recognised 
positions no longer apply (Turner 1967 p. 93). In this study, we are not 
only interested in this liminal phase created in the cultural festival 
setting itself “where cultural identities, notions of belonging and values 
systems are celebrated, contested and negotiated” (Quinn, 2005 p.935), 
but in the bid process for same reasons. This is particularly the case 
when members of a given organisation are invited to engage in work that 
challenges their normal understandings or beliefs outside of their 
organisational identity structure. This threshold or marginal position is 
of interest in this study because, as suggested by Turner, this transition 
can be transformative. This transformative process is of interest as it not 
only captures what influenced the transformation; it also gives insight 
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into the scope of transformation itself, ‘liminality is the realm of prim-
itive hypothesis, where there is a certain freedom to juggle with the 
factors of existence.’ (Turner as cited by Beech, 2011). 

The concept of liminality has been used to explain the festival 
setting, its culture, and impacts (Van Heerden, 2009). In this important 
study, Van Heerden (2009) described characteristics of liminal experi-
ences in cultural settings that we will use in our study, namely: a 
heightened sense of now; altered routines; and the 
rediscover/re-appropriation of public spaces. Van Heerden (2009) 
identified a heightened awareness of the present – a ‘sense of now’ – as a 
prominent sense of time that featured in the festivals she studied. The 
‘sense of now’ helped to set the festivals apart as noteworthy happen-
ings, strengthening the sense that festivalgoers had of ‘living in the 
moment’ and, of the fleetingness of the event. We suggest that this ‘sense 
of now’ is also mobilised during the bid process and, is a consequence of 
competitive nature of the bid. Altered routines are a corner stone of 
liminal processes as liminars step outside of the everyday and into the 
creative and transformative potential of the liminal experience (Turner 
Victor, 1967). We consider these altered routines not only for the citi-
zens who (re) experience their city during the bid process, but also to the 
myriad of other stakeholders, including city officials, business repre-
sentatives and cultural producers. Finally, through the lens of redis-
covery or re-appropriation of public spaces, we consider how the city 
itself is altered during the bidding process; where space is encoded with 
different overlaying meanings thereby altering its utilisation (Van 
Heerden, 2009). 

2.2. Civicism as an organising device 

The sharing of liminal states can give rise to communitas (Turner 
Victor, 1982), whereby people, such as those involved in the bid process, 
from various backgrounds, liberated from their everyday social status 
will experience a deep connection, the effect of which may sustain 
beyond the temporary nature of the experience (Willett & Deegan, 
2001). This sense of communitas has the potential to inspire creative 
‘thinking outside the box’ approaches. Turner sees communitas as a 
change agent, making the social structure “work without too much 
friction” (Turner, 1982 p. 54). The liminal state is open to contradictions 
and ambiguity; however, it allows for inclusion rather than exclusion. In 
turn, this initiates new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collab-
oration and contestation (BhabhaHomi, 1994). In the context of a 
competitive bid process, we find the notion of civicism from Bell and 
Avner (2013) is an interesting way to reexamine communitas which 
manifests in a more competitive environment than the original studies 
on liminality. The competitive and public nature of the bid/selection 
process of an ECOC city resonates with Czarniawska’s work on big city 
management where there exists “a thick network of imitative radia-
tions”. City politicians, administrators, managers, and technicians, [are] 
looking at their counterparts in other cities” (Czarniawska, 2004 p.122). 
In the bid process, bidding teams look to previous winners and bidders 
not only for inspiration, but also to understand who they are, and – 
importantly –who they are not. 

We argue that civic pride has a specific role to play during the 
competitive bid process, often where regional and national rivalries will 
be animated to encourage participation in the bid process (Richards & 
Marques, 2016). Through the use of persuasive tools such as calls to 
action to “do it for the bid”, a platform for engagement with the arts can 
be created. According to Bell and Avner (2013), citizens take special 
pride not just in the fact that they live in an urban environment 
possessed of desirable characteristics. The fact that they live in an urban 
environment that is special relative to other cities is also a source of 
particular satisfaction. This civicism is rooted in the feeling of attach-
ment to a community that expresses particular characteristics, ethos, or 
spirit (Bell & Avner, 2013). Once this form of civic pride is recognised 
we can more fully appreciate and critically examine the legacy effects of 
these bid processes, which we believe include the reorganising of culture 

in local government settings around the concepts of public value. 

3. Methodology 

The research design adopted in this study is qualitative in nature, 
with a specific focus on two situated ‘cases’ of the bid processes in two 
cities competing in major capital/city of culture competitions. The 
design draws on case study methodology, described by Yin (2009:18) as 
“an empirical enquiry about a contemporary phenomenon, set within its 
real-world context, when the boundaries between phenomenon and 
context are not clearly evident”. We contest that the research on the 
bidding process of competing for city/capitals of culture has been 
largely ignored in academic literature. There has been an absence in 
research conceptualising the failure to win such bidding processes and 
the implications of this on the bidding city. A case approach is therefore 
appropriate for this research. In this study we draw on three streams of 
literature (public value, liminality and civicism) to frame and extend our 
understanding of bidding processes and legacy effects. As such we draw 
on, Dubois and Araujo (2002) who argue that case studies are particu-
larly well suited to the adaptation, extension, and refinement of existing 
theories. 

We draw on a comparative case methodology of two cities (Paisley, 
UK City of Culture 2021; and Limerick, 2020 European Capital of Cul-
ture) with similar backgrounds, levels of deprivation and issues of in-
equalities, and whilst Limerick was larger, the main areas were similar 
and were not on the scale of other large bidding cities. We incorporate 
semi-structured interviews and documentary data to critically examine 
the role of civicism in mobilising cross sector support and, to examine 
how the legacy of the multilateral (informal or formal) partnerships 
initiated during the bid process gained momentum post-bid with a 
newfound impetus to ensure the cultural regeneration strategy in the 
city was realised. Success was not only achieved through winning the 
bid. Rather, for both cities, a determination of what success would look 
like was a key part of the process. In one case, the emphasis nevertheless 
remained on winning the bid, but, in the other, structural and social 
change were identified as markers of success emanating from the bid-
ding process. 

Criteria for case selection was therefore made based on a) making a 
recent bid for a city/capital of culture competition, b) that the cities 
should be of mid-size (e.g., 50–100,000 inhabitants), and c) that the 
recent bid was unsuccessful. Mid-sized cities are increasingly engaging 
in cultural competition bid processes. Given the degree of resources 
required, we were curious to examine how limited resources play a role 
in the design and implementation of this bidding phase and the 
approach taken to designing for legacy. Two cities were selected, Paisley 
(UK) and Limerick (Ireland). As part of the bid team in each place (in 
advisory/critical friend capacities), both authors had unique access to 
this process. While our roles included positive encouragement of the 
narrative we were also called upon to question and guide the bidding 
processes. We believe that such unusual access allowed us to author this 
reflective paper about the lessons to be drawn from failing to win a city 
of culture bid. Our positions as researchers and advisors can be 
described as liminal offering an opportunity to observe and – to a degree 
– shape the process, to listen to the many stakeholders and the concerns 
they raised as part of the bidding process, without becoming a fully 
incorporated member of the bidding team (Tempest & Starkey, 2004). 

Case study research makes use of multiple sources of data (Yin, 
2009). In this research we collated data by means of 1) personal 
reflection, 2) semi-structured interviews and 3) documentary data. Both 
authors were involved in the bid processes under study, offering 
important access not only to personal reflection on the process, but also 
to the key informants and documentary material that was used as part of 
this research, allowing us to evaluate the process post bid. To compli-
ment this personal understanding, both authors engaged in several 
semi-structured interviews with key members of both interview teams 
(10 interviews in total, lasting between 30 and 60 min each). These 
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involved a range of role positions including, project leads, events 
coordinator, programmers, and community engagement staff. Second-
ary data were also studied, including relevant policy documents and 
material from social media. The latter became an important tool for 
understanding the citizen perspective on the bid process. For this 
research we did not interview people beyond those directly involved in 
the bid. However, some of those interviewed were members of com-
munity groups and presented a critically reflective position on the bid 
and the process of bidding. Both cities conducted consultation with 
groups and this formed part of our observations regarding what citizens 
wanted to see from bidding. This piece of work was focused on the bid 
process in terms of a policy perspective and, citizen views were pri-
marily gathered from the social media analysis and survey evaluation 
undertaken by the local authorities themselves. Some of the citizens, in 
Limerick, post-decision, openly questioned the process and what went 
wrong. Paisley was more positive. In the Scottish case it was evident 
that, post-decision, 94% of people supported the bid going forward. This 
knowledge gave the team renewed impetus to continue the journey. 
Finally, the research included a review of literature on civicism, public 
value, and liminality theories as a way of constructing a lens for analysis 
of the role of bidding for cultural events in contributing to change in 
urban public life. 

3.1. Approach to analysis 

To aid in the comparative approach taken in this research an 
analytical framework was devised (see Fig. 1). After the decision to bid, 
we consider the bid process as a liminal phase. Drawing on the work of 
Turner and Van Heerden enables us to describe the nature and quality 
the processes of both cities. It also offered a common framework for data 
selection. Data was analysed using an iterative approach to deductive 
(using theory to understand the case) and inductive (being brought into 
new directions by the case material) analysis (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). 
Firstly, we identified aspects of both cases that aligned with Van Heer-
den’s (2009) conceptualisation of the elements required for a liminal 
cultural experience. Once both cases were described using this method, 
the second phase of the analysis included an identification of civicism 
and inductive analysis of the legacy effects in both cities. After a short 
overview of both cities the analysis and presentation of the findings that 
follows incorporates a thematic rather than descriptive approach to the 
cases. 

4. The case cities 

4.1. Limerick, European Capital of Culture 2020 bidding city 

Limerick is the mid-west capital and Ireland’s third largest city, with 
approximately 100,000 people living in the city and suburban areas. 

Regeneration was a key feature in the Limerick 2020 bid with the final 
bid book stating “Limerick has set out on a journey of profound 
disruptive change and has achieved much. We want this process to 
continue, to involve and affect more people directly through culture, to 
create a wider European point of view in how we rebuild our city” 
(Limerick ECOC 2020 final bid book “Belonging”). Limerick 2020’s final 
bid book framed the city’s ambitions as a transformation. The backdrop 
to this was that while many economic indicators are improving for 
Limerick, areas of the city metropolitan area remain in a deprived state. 
For example, 17 of Limerick’s 38 electoral districts are classified as 
unemployment blackspots in Census 2016 and, in the same year, the 
absolute Pobal HP Deprivation Index for Limerick city was − 10.8, 
indicating that the city is, on average, disadvantaged (DKM Economic 
Consultants (DKM) and MCJ Lemagnen Associates Ltd. (MCJ Lemag-
nen), 2018). 

Limerick developed its European Capital of culture bid out of the 
city’s first national City of Culture year which took place in 2014. 
Formally the process involved a bid preparation (from April 2014), 
submission of first phase bid submission (November 2015) and short-
listing decision (December 2015), and final pitch for the bid (July 2016). 

4.2. Paisley case study, UK national city of Culture 2021 bidding city 

Paisley is the administrative centre of Renfrewshire in Scotland with 
a population of 76, 220, with the wider regional population of 176, 830, 
(NRSScotland, 2018). The local authority plan states that “Renfrewshire 
is the 10th biggest local authority area in Scotland” (Renfrewshire 
Council, 2017: 4). One area of Renfrewshire within the Paisley urban 
boundary, Ferguslie Park, “consistently features within the 5% most 
deprived areas from 2004” (Scottish Government, 2020, p.10) and 
Paisley aimed to turn this around by having culture at the heart of 
everything the town planned, actioned, and delivered. In 2014, Paisley 
decided to bid for the UK City of Culture 2021,and one of the authors 
was seconded from 2015 to 2017 to help lead and develop the work 
stream on legacy and evaluation and, to contribute to the overall sub-
mission of the bid. To frame the ambition of the town and its commu-
nities, Paisley developed a town centre asset strategy and action plan 
titled ‘Paisley the untold story’ (2014). The timeline started with the bid 
preparation (from early 2015), first phase bid submission (February 
2017), initial successful shortlisting (July 2017), final pitch for the bid 
(December 2017) and bid announcement (December 2017). The journey 
has continued beyond the bidding phase with a commitment to progress 
the 5 key step changes identified in the bid even though the ultimate aim 
of winning City of Culture recognition was not achieved. 

5. Thematic analysis 

In this research, we view the quality and nature of the process of 

Fig. 1. Authors - The Bid Process as Liminal: Conceptual framework developed from the work of Turner Victor (1967 and 1982), Van Heerden (2009) and Bell., 
et al. (2013). 
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bidding as a marker of the legacy/aftermath of losing, which we are 
proposing as a vital area of study. We present our findings using the 
analytical framework set out in Fig. 1. As such, we firstly describe the 
liminal dimensions of the bid process. This is done to demonstrate the 
conditions in which civicism was used to mobilize support, but also 
where a particular form of civicism was produced and performed by 
supporters. This then establishes the context in which new urban cul-
tural processes and practices were developed, which we observe live on 
in the aftermath of the bids. We contend that this form of pride, devel-
oped and shaped in the bidding process, is critical as an initial (at least) 
propellant for working out ‘what next’. As such, pride does not reside 
simply as at an emotional level but is institutionalised as part of the bid 
processes and procedures. Here, we acknowledge that civicism and the 
pride it gives rise to are not created by the bid alone and will pre-exist 
outside the bid. We draw attention to how the process seeks to 
amplify civicism as a method of enrolment of citizens in the process. 

5.1. The liminal qualities of the bid 

Using Van Heerdan’s (2009) characterisation of cultural liminal ex-
periences we consider how a heightened sense of now was brought about 
in part by the set timelines and deadlines associated with the competi-
tion. That fact that the bid is to be judged by a panel of experts focuses 
the attention of the bid team and is used as a way of enrolling stake-
holders. For example, in Paisley, the Cultural Heritage Fund was 
established at the start of the bid process. The fund was an opportunity 
for individuals and groups to bid for small amounts of funding to engage 
with and involve the people of Paisley in cultural and arts-focused ac-
tivity. For the bid teams themselves we can see a heightened sense of now 
as they prepare for their work to be judged. For example, in Limerick we 
see how they used pitching techniques and rehearsals to simulate the 
panel presentation that comprised part of the application process. 

“It’s like rehearsing a play. You rehearse it in a room with no audience, 
you go out onto the stage, somebody claps, and it could throw you, you 
need to know that that could happen. The actual, physical, tangible effect 
of having those people judge you” (Lead, Limerick Bid Team). 

This sense of now is not necessarily evident 24/7, it is temporary, 
recurring and related to specific events, or in our case the momentum 
building towards submission and decision. The bid process also involved 
a period of altered routines, particular for the bid team, but this is also 
seen in how culture is organised and configured in the city. Often in 
parallel with the existing city arts office, there will be a new local 
authority-led culture team in the city created for the purpose of bidding. 
This can involve the buying in or growing of expertise required for the 
bid. Furthermore, the accessibility of cultural offerings can change 
during the bid, for example Paisley set up a bid office downtown, 
opening out to expertise from beyond the core council offering. For the 
purposes of the bid, Limerick took over what was once a museum (this 
site had previously been used as HQ for Limerick’s 2014 National of City 
of Culture). This meant that, along with the bid team, the city arts office 
moved away from City Hall and into a prominent, landmark city centre 
building to which the cultural sector and other stakeholders could be 
invited and, where cultural and planning events could be held. We also 
see a range of new groupings and entities that brought together repre-
sentatives from different sectors to discuss and progress the bid process. 
For example, Limerick 2020 formed a cross-sectoral steering group and 
Paisley formed the Paisley Partnership Board to aid the involvement of 
business, education, and cultural sectors. 

The City of Culture Team was also opened to more external in-
fluences, and while these were specific to the bid, they involved pre-
sentations and meetings between external consultants and cultural 
sector workers/artists/administrators, opening the city to new expertise 
and ways of working. 

“And then all these people came, oh yeah, we invited people to Limerick, 
xxx, she was involved in the Leeds bid, xxx from Pula, we asked them to 
hear what we were saying” (Lead, Limerick Bid Team) 

‘We worked with OECD where they were also interested in the benefits of 
bidding and the benefits of bidding but not winning’ (Lead, Paisley Bid 
Team) 

Importantly, as well as an altering civil servants’ daily routines and 
developing their input into cultural management, these activities denote 
an expanded range of expertise in the city. For example, as a cultural 
strategy was a requirement of ECC bidding, all Irish cities bidding 
needed to undertake a cultural strategy writing process. This was to 
ensure that sustainability of culture was maintained, and that bidding 
was not focused on having a one off, one-year festival (European Com-
mission, 2016 p.5). For Limerick, this involved hiring a UK based con-
sultancy who brought a set of expertise and methodologies that were 
integrated and made locally relevant by the city’s arts planning 
department. Further, a new cross-party working group was formed to 
evaluate the council’s involvement and financial investment in the bid. 
These activities account for an ‘interruption’ in routines, the inclusion of 
new or novel expertise, interaction with people inside and outside the 
cultural sector and, their inclusion in conversations and planning 
regarding the role of culture in the development of the city. In Paisley, a 
Partnership Board was established, and 6 working groups created as 
foremost elements of the bid. Importantly, the Council also interrupted 
their norms and routines, ceding power within these working groups to 
external leaders (e.g., two consultants including an academic were 
brought in to lead two of the groups). These altered routines opened new 
possibilities and new sets of expertise entered the city. 

The creative dimension of cultural liminal experiences often involves 
spatial re-discovery. For Van Heerden the rediscovery and re- 
appropriation of space as a result of festivals are “seldom uncontested” 
(Van Heerden, 2009 p.149). She suggests, for example, that during a 
festival the potentiality of what a cultural space is and what can be 
achieved can be altered or even reversed through festivity. In the 
Limerick bid, the staging of the whole city for the adjudicating panel 
visit was a prominent example of this. This involved a series of city-wide 
events that, for the purposes of the panel visit, formed a trail, where 
citizens were invited to join a novel and unique street party and 
#backthebid (hashtag as used in the campaign). 

This event saw the (re) discovery of new venues for culture in the 
city. Citizens and artists had the opportunity to experience their po-
tential, and their participation meant that they could be considered for 
future events. In Limerick, the trail included a particularly beautiful 
Crescent of Georgian Buildings that is usually a major traffic thor-
oughfare. For the duration of the street party, this area was pedes-
trianised and citizens had the opportunity to re-discover the location. In 
Paisley, a digital cultural asset map was created and populated by the 
local community. The digital map was developed to reveal the hidden 
cultural heritage of the town and, to engage local artists and networks in 
its development (McCandlish & McPherson, 2020). Also in Paisley, it 
was planned that festivals and events would become one of the town’s 
main selling points; attractive both to local residents and the bid adju-
dicators. Similarly, in Limerick, public spaces were (re)presented as new 
civic spaces in order to bring people together. 

5.2. From communitas to civicism based pride and citizen enrolment 

It is well understood from research on liminality that the sharing of 
liminal states can give rise to communitas (Turner Victor, 1982), 
whereby people, with various backgrounds, temporarily removed from 
their everyday social status will experience a deep connection, the effect 
of which may sustain beyond the temporary nature of the experience 
(Willett & Deegan, 2001). Communitas therefore arises from the sharing 
of types of experiences, characterised by a heightened sense of now, 
altered routines and the re-discovery and re-appropriation of (often 
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public) spaces (van Heerdon, 2009). Those involved in the bid witnessed 
a form of pride of place amongst the citizens of both cities. In Paisley we 
see examples of citizens being offered the opportunity to reimagine their 
city in the future which simultaneously provides a chance to re-connect 
with their past. These moments were seen by the organisers as a 
re-cultivation of a sense of place. 

‘We are very proud of it … people brought up memories from 40-50 years 
ago and wanted people see Paisley like that again’ (Senior Officer, Create 
Renfrewshire, 2019). 

“[the bid] opened their eyes to what we can be and created a sense of 
the change in them and a value and how you value yourself has come 
from that rather than how you are valued by others’’ (Senior Officer, 
Create Renfrewshire, 2019). 

This form of pride was cultivated by the bid teams as a way of 
enrolling stakeholders, both to gather momentum around the bid and as 
a mechanism to engender pride of place beyond the bid process itself. In 
Paisley, it was the citizens of the most deprived neighbourhoods who got 
most involved in the bidding process. A manager from a local commu-
nity arts charity - the STAR Project – was also a member of the City of 
Culture (CoC) Bid Team, observed that people were afraid to believe, 
acknowledging that for some “daring to hope too much or you keep getting 
let down then it was worse than not hoping at all”. The notion of civicism 
and civic pride came across strongly on particular, important dates, such 
as the judging panel visit contextualising in what Green’s survey (2017) 
states as key reasons for cities to bid. 

Businesses, and individual citizens made use of social media to 
communicate their support for the bid, and their pride in their city 
where both #backthebid and #limerickandproud trended in Ireland on 
twitter on July 12th, 2016. 

“@GalwayPlayer we’ll whip Galway’s arse) #Limerick2020” 
@xxxx1 

“We are all so lucky and proud to say, “I am from Limerick”. Let’s all 
show our support today #Limerick2020 #Luimneachabu 
#Limerickandproud” 

This reference to sporting language2 is interesting and highlights 
how the competitive framing impacted the enrolling of citizens to the 
cultural project and demonstrates how rivalry contributed to the quality 
of communitas developed during the bid; “In the spirit of good old- 
fashioned rivalry, Limerick should host an alternative City of Culture 
in 2019 @limerick2020 #limerick2020” (all tweets posted July 
12th2016). 

5.3. Legacy effects 

“it’s all about the process, success is about the process and what that 
brings. For me, that’s about people believing it’s possible” (Manager from 
STAR Project) 

Across the two cases, we identified three forms of legacy effect of the 
bid process: a) an increased visibility of the city and the cultural sector 
specifically; b) internationalisation and ability of local artists to work at 
national and European levels; and c) an evidenced reorganisation of the 
governance of culture within the local government setting. 

5.3.1. Increased visibility 
The bid processes increased the visibility of the city and cultural 

sectors at the levels of local community, business sector and local and 
even national government levels. For example, in Paisley as part of their 

community engagement work the city initiated a culture bus (donated 
by a local football club) that “went to places that weren’t obvious to go to as 
cultural places, such little post offices in Bridge of Weir, as it is a community 
hub … and got people to become a 2021 ambassador …; we went to a range of 
community groups; business, third sector organisations, schools and shops” 
(Manager from STAR Project). In Limerick, one arts practitioner com-
mented that the bid process had the effect of “foregrounding of the Arts, of 
Culture in planning in the city (Cultural producer, Limerick 2020). This 
increased visibility translated into a repositioning or a re-categorisation 
of the city by its inhabitants including in local government. For example, 
“Paisley’s previous reputation was a place that was once great and is just now 
not, but this has proved that Paisley is a potential for greatness once again … 
It becomes investable from policy makers, regeneration, and gives investors 
food for thought. At Government level their interest in us has been rekindled” 
(Bid manager 2019). 

5.3.2. Internationalisation 
These changes were part of an overall growth in confidence in the 

cities and the role of culture in this regard. This confidence is directly 
related to the altered routines and new possibilities that the bid process 
enabled. For example, the bid manager in Paisley describes how “We 
would still be tinkering around the edges of probably more heritage projects 
that were a bit more piecemeal on an individual basis, but the Paisley untold 
strategy and bid has helped us to justify why we would invest in cultural assets 
and programmes”. In Limerick, this meant a change in mindset at the 
individual artist level, as described by one of the arts officers in the city 
“I still think the internationalisation was one of the really important things out 
of the whole thing. Like, getting people thinking beyond the … really, really 
local” (Arts office representative, Limerick City and County Council). 
This view is similarly reflected by one of the artists in our study “It was 
the prompt to make something bigger, more ambitious. And something we’d 
been talking about as a group,” (Cultural producer, Limerick 2020). The 
bid process also afforded important opportunities to operate at an in-
ternational level, for example in the enrolment of famous diaspora (e.g., 
in 2017, David Tennett, prominent international actor, appeared on TV 
wearing a T-shirt bearing the print ‘Straight Outta Paisley’) and to meet 
prominent people from the international arts and cultural scene, as the 
following quotes illustrate in the case of Limerick 2020: 

“So, when we did [naming a cultural event that was part of the bid] 
this year, we had people in this very room and something that I noticed 
having them over was that we had access to a whole lot of other cultural 
spaces that we didn’t have before the bid process”. (Cultural producer, 
Limerick 2020) 

Becoming part of the European ECC community is a key aspect of this 
internationalisation, where candidate cities (and not only winning 
candidates) are regarded as suitable partners for European projects. One 
such project that was initiated as part of Limerick’s 2020 bid, and which 
has more recently come to fruition, is the fine art exhibition ‘Belonging’. 
This is a Limerick-wide exhibition featuring 82 works by artists from all 
27 EU Member States and the UK. The works are on loan from the Eu-
ropean Investment Bank (EIB) Art Collection: https://www.rte.ie/ne 
ws/regional/2022/0210/1279088-limerick-art-exhibition/). 

5.3.3. Reorganisation of culture 
Both the cities in our study showed marked changes in local gov-

ernment culture infrastructure and, in how culture was organised in the 
city. Nevertheless, it is also the differences in approaches found in the 
two cities that will make for an important comparison between short to 
medium and a more long-term outlook. Primarily, the changes in 
Limerick can be seen in the establishment of a Strategic Policy Com-
mittee for culture and the arts that included sectoral representation and 
was formed out of a previous cross-party working group (Lead, Limerick 
2020 Bid Team). While Limerick sought to capitalise on the bid process 
to improve the cultural infrastructure within existing local governance 
structures, Paisley took a different route. Primarily this centred around 

1 Name of poster withheld to maintain anonymity.  
2 Luimneachabu is a term associated with sport in Limerick. It is from the Irish 

language and simply means Limerick Forever. 
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the formation of a new Paisley 2021 Partnership Board, which was set up 
to oversee the bid and bring together business, cultural, educational, 
community, health, and political representatives of the town and 
beyond. Later to be named Future Paisley Partnership Board, as they 
moved on from the failed bid to focus on the success of their process and, 
to progress towards the 5 step changes that they had set out in the bid 
itself. Immediately after the CoC 2021 decision, the Partnership board 
confirmed their intention to continue with delivery of the legacy plan 
they had put in place. Furthermore, some partners did not hesitate to 
maintain their original financial pledges. The Scottish Government 
committed funds and national level organisations such as the Scottish 
Museums’ Association continued to support the town in bids for further 
funds. This included securing monies for the refurbishment of the 
Museum, the Townhall and the Arts Centre, totaling £100 million 
investment. 

6. Discussion 

Our conceptual approach in this paper suggests that civicism is 
amplified by the bid teams’ efforts to enrol support and demonstrate 
public value. Further, we conceive that the context in which pride is 
developed is explained by the liminal quality of the bid process phase. 
There is evidence in both Paisley and Limerick’s bids of policy makers, 
practitioners and industry using culture as a progressive opportunity to 
create public value. Leveraging the civicism gained through the public 
engagement process both locally and internationally was crucial for 
both authorities. Bozeman and Johnson’s (2015) criteria for public 
value centres around members of society having equal access to achieve 
the goals they have set for themselves. Both authorities set out plans for 
social change, redressing social inequalities and long-term sustainabil-
ity. According to Bozeman and Johnson’s model (2015) and later Brown 
et al. (2021) this includes investment, material public policy change and 
evidence of how such change has led to added public value and a 
reduction of structural inequalities. The latter is more difficult to 
demonstrate in the short term and was only evident through the 
longer-term analysis of the city plans and progress years after the bid-
ding process. 

However, in order to evidence added public and cultural value, the 
notion of civicism must move beyond rhetoric. The question then is 
whether bidding for ECC/UKCC titles can adequately address such in-
equalities, or, whether the desire to try and achieve such an aim should 
be an aspiration? As Bryson et al. (2021) suggest, projects that seek 
social transformation are most likely to succeed in redressing injustice or 
inequalities. Initially, Paisley prioritised “lift Paisley out of poverty” as 
one of its 5 step changes; attempting this is a huge ask to expect from 
winning a city of culture. Further, two wards in Paisley3 have, for de-
cades, had the worst health and poverty records in Scotland and the UK. 
After the unsuccessful CoC bid, this step change was modified, but 
members of the Partnership Board nevertheless sought to make signifi-
cant advances towards reducing inequality, increasing health and 
wellbeing and, in turn, helping people back to employment. Interest-
ingly, because Paisley still followed the step changes identified in their 
bid document, they have managed for the first time, in 30 years, to climb 
off the bottom of the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) 
ranking. They are still ranked third bottom, but this is evidence of 
change in the right direction which can be accredited to cultural in-
terventions aligned to the bid process. This demonstrates that success is 
not only measured in terms of winning the bid, but in following the 
long-term ambitions and aspirations that were set out for the town/city 
(Van Der Wal, 2016). 

While Limerick sought to capitalise on the bid process to improve the 
cultural infrastructure within existing local governance structures, 
Paisley took a different route. Interestingly, Paisley did not initially see 

itself as a winning city but, the team was nevertheless determined to 
leverage momentum gained during the bid to achieve step changes in 
policy, practice, investment in the town and international recognition 
for their cultural offering. They developed a more embedded planning 
approach with culture at the heart of everything they were doing, rather 
than as an add on. Alford and O’Flynn (2009) argued that the emphasis 
on outcomes of public value is important because they are meaningful to 
people who have been involved. Others, such as Nabatchi (2012), stress 
the importance of normative consensus building and, of predicting how 
this would be further embedded in public policies (Brown, 2021). In 
using Bozeman and Johnson’s (2015) analysis, bidding for a cultural 
mega-event can be seen as a progressive opportunity that presented both 
authorities with the possibility of addressing the structural inequalities 
that existed in their locales. In Paisley, the changes to policy and in-
clusion achieved by utilizing cultural heritage as a regenerative tool in 
both economic and cultural terms, allowed inequality to start to be 
directly addressed. Turner Victor’s (1967) approach to communitas 
partially describes what was achieved in both places, where disparate 
communities are brought together, temporarily at least, to present one, 
connected voice for change through culture. Less observed in Turner’s 
work is the notion of civicism (Bell & Avner, 2013) (or see Czarniaw-
ska’s (2004) work on alterity), which describes the more competitive 
aspect of civic pride or communitas. This was seen primarily in Paisley 
and Limerick’s ‘back the bid’ campaigns and consultation on what cit-
izens valued in the town and city. 

7. Conclusion 

The focus of this paper is the bidding in city/capital of culture 
competitions, an area heretofore obscured in the literature that favours 
discussion of the outcomes and legacy of hosting a year-long city and 
cultural programme (see for example Garcia, 2004, 2017). A focus on 
bidding as a process is important not least because of the public monies 
invested annually and, because many of those who invest in bidding do 
not go on to win and, to host the year-long cultural event. In the case of 
the cities examined in this paper, we see both commonalities and dif-
ferences in their approach to the bidding process. The mobilisation of 
key stakeholders, engagement in visioning of a revived city and the role 
of culture in this regard is common to both locales. The value of bidding, 
both in terms of cultural value and public value, is well documented 
(Crossick & Kaszynska, 2016; Green, 2017 and the Warwick Commis-
sion, 2015) but the value of bidding for those cities which fail to win and 
the concomitant impact this has on the town/city (Jancovich & Ste-
venson, 2020) is less in evidence. We have argued that framing the 
bidding process as a liminal phase allows us to better understand their 
transformative potential and reveal that success is not necessarily linked 
to winning alone. Within this in mind, we examined the notion that the 
bidding process presents Council leaders with the chance to create 
public value by leveraging culture as a ‘progressive opportunity’ 
(Bozeman, 2007; Bozeman & Johnson, 2015). We propose that the 
legacy of bidding is not just about winning (or not) but leveraging the 
process for sustainable change over a longer period. We discussed how, 
in competing to host a cultural mega event, two places used the bid to 
create change; change that, in the case of Paisley, they had already 
planned in order to redress structural and social inequalities. Our find-
ings largely concur with Richards and Marques (2016) observation that 
while problems can arise during the bid process (e.g., poor communi-
cations with the cultural sector), the activities that are initiated as part of 
the bid can be more important and enduring in the long run, where 
stakeholders continue these activities even after the bid is lost. Rather 
than viewing the bid as a process validated only by winning the 
ECC/UKCC title, we suggest that bid processes be regarded as a creative 
sandbox (liminal), where new artistic endeavours, and creative collab-
orations can be imagined and the city itself reimagined. 

The competitive nature of the bid, and the cultivation of civicism 
gave the arts and cultural sector in both cities an important platform to 3 Local authorities in Scotland are split into political wards (small areas). 
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articulate their public value. The bidding process, as liminal, becomes an 
important period of transformation. Importantly, this was seen in both 
cities which each took a very different approach, Paisley deliberately 
focused on the bidding to deliver social change. On the other hand, 
Limerick concentrated more on the potential for winning, but change 
occurred in any case. The significance of this insight has important 
implications for how we view bidding for year-long cultural titles, for 
research, practice, and policy. Being out of the spotlight now has 
afforded both authorities the chance to deliver a programme each can 
engage in, and further reflect and develop, on their own terms. Designers 
of these competitions need to acknowledge explicitly the importance of 
bidding, not just as part of the valuation and deciding on the winner, but 
as a legitimate phase for the city and the role of culture in its future. The 
emphasis in the current discourse is a ‘winner takes all’. However, this 
does not do justice to the transformative effect of bidding for those cities 
that do not go on to host the event. We contend that the losing is a vital 
learning moment for the city, should they choose to appreciate it. 

Finally, the framework presented in this work offers cities a way to 
reflect on the transformative potential of bidding. Further research is 
required. One challenge to this is that academic work on year-long 
cultural events seems to start once the decision on the host has been 
made or, has simply ignored the importance of the bidding process itself 
(excepting Cunningham & Platt, 2019; Green, 2017 and Griffiths, 2006). 
Future work needs to acknowledge how bidding processes shape cities, 
often in subtle ways. The perspective of the liminal qualities of these 
processes, along with the civicism cultivated by their competitive na-
ture, is offered here in support of this future work. 
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