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Abstract 
This thesis examines the influence of local government relationships on key characteristics of 
sociocultural centers such as democratic decision-making, grassroots and user orientation, 
self-administration and cultural participation. 

The sociocultural centers under investigation are located in Cologne, Germany. Two municipali-
ty-led centers (MCs) and two community-led centers (CCs) were analyzed, focusing on the ap-
proaches and perceptions of the managers.  

The findings reveal that municipality-led centers face significant restrictions due to bureaucratic 
regulations, affecting their financial and personnel autonomy. In contrast, community-led cen-
ters, while enjoying greater autonomy, struggle with financial dependencies and administrative 
burdens related to third-party funding. Citizen participation is partly dependent on the legal form 
of the centers. Both types of centers prioritize neighborhood-specific services and cultural par-
ticipation but differ in their approaches to citizen involvement.  

The findings highlight the importance of regular dialogue and collaboration between the centers. 
Despite financial constraints and perceived lack of acknowledgement by the local administra-
tion (especially as compared to the so-called “high culture”), these centers continue to serve as 
vital spaces for community engagement, fostering inclusivity and cultural education. Regardless 
of the centers governance structure the findings underscore the need for balanced and ade-
quate municipal support to sustain the sociocultural mission of these centers in an era of inter-
active governance. 

Key words: Sociocultural centers; Interactive Governance; Community-based initiatives; Citizen 
participation; Cultural participation  
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1. Introduction 
As multifaceted as local communities are, as multifaceted come their objectives and chal-

lenges. A reflection of diversity are their Community-based initiatives (CBIs), which can be 

found all over the world and which operate in a wide range of domains concerning the com-

munity, such as health, education, environment, economy and culture (just to name a few) 

(Igalla, Edelenbos, & van Meerkerk, 2021). Countries all over the world begin to recognize 

the benefits of these initiatives and try to make use of their adaptability, efficiency, and ‘local 

knowledge’ (just to name a few) (Igalla et al., 2021). Especially in Western countries, Interac-

tive forms of governance are on the rise and with it citizen and community engagement be-

come more and more significant in tackling ‘wicked’ problems (Geuijen, Moore, Cederquist, 

Ronning, & van Twist, 2017).  . The provision of public goods and services no longer is solely 

the task of governments; rather, they are becoming more involved in collaborations, transfer-

ring that responsibility to the community (Igalla, Edelenbos, & van Meerkerk, 2019) and en-

gage residents in co-creation initiatives. However, the extents and effects of citizen participa-

tion can vary extensively, depending on the initiating actor (Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 

2016b).  While citizen initiatives traditionally arise as a bottom-up reaction to increasing ine-

qualities, market failure and an inability of the state to provide public goods (Teasdale, 2012), 

governments often see them as a ‘tool’ for decision-making, representativeness and demo-

cratic legitimacy. However they tend to hesitate in granting substantial ‘control’ over the pro-

cess (Edelenbos, van Meerkerk, & Koppenjan, 2017; Igalla et al., 2019).  

Community-based initiatives can play a significant role in influencing a neighborhood’s de-

velopment by providing essential services to local residents and promoting community cohe-

sion through community activities (Marwell, 2004). The involvement of community-based 

groups in decision-making processes can come with e.g. an improvement of service provi-

sion of public goods, an increase in citizen involvement, and less misallocation of resources 

(Díaz-Cayeros, Magaloni, & Ruiz-Euler, 2014). Community initiatives can hereby draw on 

“local knowledge” which can sometimes be exclusively available to members of the commu-

nity (e.g. neighborhood) (Corburn, 2003). 

Researcher such as Arnstein (1969, p. 216) already made it clear: “Citizen Participation is 

Citizen Power”. Although, Initiatives initiated by the community are a way for citizens to guar-

antee “citizen power”, for example in a sense of managerial autonomy and the possibility to 

discuss conditions of change (Arnstein, 1969), community initiatives are often heavily reliant 

on government funding (Bailey, 2012) and government support (Igalla et al., 2021). While 

government support is mostly said to come with positive results (Igalla et al., 2019), there are 

also changes and costs which can occur when receiving this support (Vincent, 2006). This 
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can come with a loss in CBIs characteristics and advantages, such as a loss in autonomy, 

loss in flexibility, or goal displacement (Froelich, 1999; Walker & McCarthy, 2010).  

One example of these citizen initiatives are sociocultural centers in Germany, of which a big 

part was forming in the 70s and 80s as a reaction to the cultural policy and institutions of the 

time, which were focusing on “high culture”, rather than cultural services serving the majority 

of the population (Borstel, 2015). Driven by the motto “culture for everyone, from everyone” 

most of those centers came to place by a rather bottom-up approach, through active citizen 

occupying old industrial sites and houses (Borstel, 2015). Nowadays, those centers are rec-

ognized as established cultural infrastructure in Germany and are sometimes incorporated 

into the municipal administration (Borstel, 2015). Traditionally, most of those centers have 

their foundation in a will for “democratization of culture” (Bundesverband Soziokultur e.V., 

2023) and have been characterized by a highly self-organized, democratic and participatory 

nature (T. Knoblich, 2001). Established to serve the community in offering space for cultural 

participation & education for all people (T. Knoblich, 2001). Apart from their bottom-up nature, 

some of the centers have been established, or taken over, by municipalities (Borstel, 2015). 

In the city of Cologne there are 14 “Bürgerhauser & Bürgerzentren”, which are sociocultural 

centers. The community centers offer recreational, social, and cultural services and pro-

grams, which are aiming at “promoting self-initiative and self-help on the part of individuals 

and groups as well as dealing with important issues in the context of neighborhood work” for 

everyone (Stadt Köln, 2023b). The centers have been institutionalized and are organized 

among themselves, but also in an administrative unit of the city (Kölner Elf, 2023; Stadt Köln, 

2023b). While they are also linked through shared values and the responsibility of serving the 

community, the Bürgerhäuser show differences in their task provision (way of serving the 

community) and their responsible body, as some are managed by the municipality and some 

are managed by the community itself (Stadt Köln, 2007).  

  

1.1 Problem statement 
Interactive governance brings a new importance to the inclusion of citizens, but it also reveals 
the acting out of government-interests and difficulties in citizen participation from a traditional 
government perspective (Edelenbos & Klijn, 2006; Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 2016b; Torfing, 
2012) 

Sociocultural centers, characterized by their democratic decision-making structures, grassroots 
and user-oriented approaches and self-administration, have historically emerged from bottom-
up initiatives. These centers aim to serve the community by providing inclusive spaces for cul-
tural engagement and education (Bundesverband Soziokultur e.V., 2019). However, as many of 
these centers become institutionalized and some come under municipal management, there is 
reason to believe that their approaches might change. On the other hand, CBIs are acting in a 
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regulatory environment and are supported by governments, which might already affect them 
(Vincent, 2006). 

The shift from a bottom-up, community-driven model to a more top-down, government-led ap-
proach could lead to a loss of autonomy, flexibility, and the grassroots ethos that underpins their 
success. This transition poses significant challenges to preserving the participatory and demo-
cratic nature of sociocultural centers, potentially compromising their ability to effectively serve 
their communities and uphold their original mission of "culture for everyone, by everyone". How-
ever, in times of Interactive Governance, public authorities are more likely to become more par-
ticipative and learn from those forms of organizations. Understanding and addressing these 
challenges is critical to maintaining the integrity and effectiveness of sociocultural centers in 
fostering community cohesion and cultural participation. 

 

1.2 Research Objectives and Research Question 
The primary objective of this research is to explore how the relationship between sociocultural 
centers and municipalities influences the centers’ approaches to their key characteristics, such 
as democratic decision-making structures, grassroots and user-oriented approaches and self-
administration.  Specifically, this study aims to: 

Assess the impact of municipal management on the autonomy and flexibility of soci-
ocultural centers. 

Investigate on the participatory and democratic nature of sociocultural centers under 
different governance models 

Identify challenges and opportunities of municipal support on the service design and 
service provision. 

The central research question guiding this study is: 

What effects does the relationship to the municipality have on the key characteristics of 
sociocultural centers? 

In order to answer this research question and achieve the study aims, the following sub-
questions will be addressed: 

• How does municipal support influence the citizen engagement of sociocultural centers? 
• How does municipal involvement effects democratic structures within sociocultural 

centers? 
• How does the relationship to the municipality affect the autonomy of sociocultural cen-

ters? 
• How does municipal support influence the approach to cultural participation & educa-

tion in sociocultural centers? 
• How does the relationship to the municipality impacts the overall mission of sociocul-

tural centers? 

By exploring these sub-questions, the research aims to understand how the often stringent and 
rule-bound nature of traditional governance and the varying levels of municipal support impact 
the fundamental characteristics of sociocultural centers. This will provide a comprehensive 
understanding of the ways in which municipal relationships shape the functioning, autonomy, 
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and community engagement of these centers, thereby addressing the central research question 
comprehensively. 

 

1.3 Relevance 
The relationship between government, citizen and nonprofits is a widely discussed topic in the 
times of Networked governance (e.g. Torfing (2012)). There are different implications for whether 
citizen participation must be institutionalized in decision making processes and policy creation 
or not. There are different findings about the effectiveness and legitimacy outcomes of such 
citizen inclusion. Especially in the interactive governance literature self-organized groups are 
often seen as the ultimate stage of the participation ladder, while participation induced by the 
government is often seen as dissatisfying for the citizen and unsecure in the implementation of 
such outcomes (e.g. Arnstein (1969), Edelenbos and van Meerkerk (2016b)). To extent modes of 
Interactive Governance and inclusion of citizen into decision-making processes, it is from enor-
mous relevance to get hold of the relationship between public authorities and citizen (initia-
tives). 

 

2. Theoretical framework & Literature review 
This section provides context on the various interactions between government, citizens, and 
organizations, focusing on the concept of interactive governance. It will describe the character-
istics of public organizations and CBIs to prepare for the discussion of sociocultural centers, 
which are the research object. This examination feeds into the description of the relationship 
between municipalities and sociocultural centers, highlighting their potential advantages and 
costs. The different key characteristics of sociocultural centers will also be described, setting 
the stage for their measurement in the operationalization. This section forms the basis for the 
conceptual framework presented at the end of the chapter. 

2.1 Interactive Governance: different forms of citizen participation 
In its traditional sense, governments actions can be described as shaped by a “steering and con-
trol” nature, in which public officials are following clear rules and procedures in a strong hierar-
chical and centralized manner, which did not allow for many interactions with the “target” of the 
service (Torfing, 2012). 

Globalization and denationalization have prompted governments to adopt interactive govern-
ance, addressing complex societal issues with limited power and resources (Boonstra & Boe-
lens, 2011; Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 2016b). Torfing (2012, pp. 1–2) defines it as a process 
where diverse actors collaborate to achieve common goals by mobilizing, exchanging, and de-
ploying ideas, rules, and resources. 

Therefore, new methods for citizen involvement are emerging in urban context (Boonstra 
& Boelens, 2011). In its most radical form, interactive governance strives for “governance with-
out government”, with some proponents advocating for minimal or no direct public sector in-
volvement in governance (Torfing, 2012). Although interactive governance embodies the concept  
of collaboration and cooperation between different societal actors, it still inherits a form of 
“steering” by the government (Torfing, 2012). Governmental actors are seen as one among oth-
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ers in the process of decision-making, which is “steering” – yes -  but ideally without “command 
and control” (Torfing, 2012). 

Interactive governance, aims to integrate public values into decision-making, enhancing the 
quality of decisions, disseminating information to the public, building trust in institutions, miti-
gating conflict, ensuring the cost-effectiveness of decisions (Beierle, 1999) and decreasing the 
veto power hold by citizens (Edelenbos, van Schie, & Gerrits, 2010). This approach can vary from 
discussion forums to direct decision-making (Edelenbos & Klijn, 2006). 

Edelenbos and van Meerkerk (2016b) differentiate between “government induced” and “citizen 
induced” interactive governance which come with differences in their nature and outcomes and 
lead to different interpretations of the concept. 

Government induced involves highly structured procedures and often comes with an extended 
governmental control over the process and outcomes (Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 2016b). In 
these procedures the government is mostly deciding “when, which and how people get involved” 
(Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 2016a), leading to uncertainty (Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 2016b) 
and potential frustration among participants (Edelenbos, 2005).  This does not mean that citi-
zens are placed in powerless positions, but the level of participation, from passive to co-
productive, depends on the government’s decision on how much power to grant (Edelenbos 
& Klijn, 2006).  

Citizen-induced governance or “civic initiatives” emerges bottom-up (Edelenbos & van 
Meerkerk, 2016b). These initiatives are formed by active citizens through a process of self-
organization (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011), to serve community goals (Edelenbos & van Meerkerk, 
2016b). 

 

2.1.1 Public organizations 
The organizational characteristics of public organizations is highly influenced by the state & gov-
ernance traditions they operate in (Voorberg, Bekkers, Timeus, Tonurist, & Tummers, 2017). Pub-
lic administration in Germany is until today deeply influenced by the Weberian bureaucratic 
model, which is marked by a hierarchical structure, clear division of labor, and strict adherence 
to legal norms (Kuhlmann, Proeller, Schimanke, & Ziekow, 2021). It is deeply rooted in the con-
cept of Rechtsstaat, ensuring the protection of human dignity and individual freedom through a 
legalistic and rule-based framework (Kuhlmann et al., 2021). These characteristics can affect 
the public organizations flexibility, decision-making processes and openness to citizen partici-
pation (Voorberg et al., 2017) and although the “legalist” oriented system was not closed to 
managerial and networked influences, it “limited their scope” (Sommermann, 2021, p. 18).  

Therefore public organizations are more likely to be highly regulated and  affected by legal and 
formal regulations, which could, among other things, lead to less flexibility in the operation of 
organizations (Rainey, Backoff, & Levine, 1976). On the other hand, public organizations often 
have the opportunity to draw on separate resources and powerful networks of the city, to com-
plement their work (Rainey et al., 1976). 
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2.1.2 Community-based initiatives 
In CBIs citizens are focused on taking matters into their own hands by providing public services 
in self-organization (Igalla, Edelenbos, & van Meerkerk, 2020). While they set their own rules, 
they are also operating in institutional contexts, which are not free from regulations and require 
them to cooperate with other actors, e.g. from the government and third sector (Edelenbos & van 
Meerkerk, 2016a; Healey, 2015). Some of them are organized in formal structures, others are 
more loosely organized, but they are concerned about providing public services to the commu-
nity (Healey, 2015; Igalla et al., 2019). The history of CBIs is often grounded on a reaction to aris-
ing inequalities and a failure of the state in the provision of public goods (Teasdale, 2012) 

Although CBIs structures and contexts are diverse Igalla et al. (2019) found the following as-
pects which are central to most citizen initiatives:  

“1. [CBIs] are community-based and often locally oriented, which means that local resi-

dents […] are the (current) driving force behind the initiatives, they mobilize volunteers 

from within the community, and they focus on community needs.  

2. [CBIs] provide and maintain an alternative form of traditional governmental public ser-

vices, facilities, and/or goods themselves, such as water distribution, education and 

training, and residential care;  

3. [CBIs] strive for autonomy, ownership, and control regarding internal decision-making;  

4. [CBIs] are often linked to formal institutions, such as local authority, governmental 

agencies, and NGOs, especially for facilitation and public funding;  

5. [CBIs] often develop their own business model to increase financial stability, which 

helps them continue their activities, but they are not focused on private profitmaking (i.e., 

profits are invested back into the local community)”. Igalla et al. (2019, pp. 1182–1183) 

 

2.1.3 Sociocultural centers 
The term socioculture was coined in the 1960s/70s as a result of the desire to reform the previ-
ous conservative cultural policy of the post-war period. As mentioned by many researchers so 
far, the term is lacking a standardized definition (Borstel, 2015; T. Knoblich, 2001; Wagner, 2021). 
It aimed to make culture accessible to everyone, not just educated middle class (T. Knoblich, 
2001). A culture that met the living conditions of the time and did not conceal them (T. Knoblich, 
2001). Socioculture as a political program and cultural practice in Germany has its roots in the 
New Cultural Policy and the New Social Movements of the 1970s (Statistisches Bundesamt 
[Destatis], 2020). Independent citizen movements established community centers, reclaimed 
public spaces, and created opportunities for cultural and participation, autonomy and commu-
nity work (Borstel, 2015; T. Knoblich, 2001). Under the motto “culture for everyone, from every-
one” and opposing the “high culture”, different communities with different needs formed com-
munity centers with diverse foci (Borstel, 2015), often occupying old industrial sites and aban-
doned houses (Borstel, 2015). Some centers were later taken over or created by municipalities 
(Borstel, 2015).  

Today, there are around 728 sociocultural centers in Germany (Destatis, 2020), along with nu-
merous municipal community centers and initiatives aiming to establish self-organized centers 
(Borstel, 2015). Although chronically underfinanced, socioculture has become a permanent 
fixture in German cultural life and municipal policy (Borstel, 2015; T. Knoblich, 2001). These cen-
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ters interact with governmental institutions and have different characteristics based on their 
origin and leadership. 

The statutes of the Bundesverband Soziokultur e.V. (2019) (Federal Association of Socioculture) 
outline the main characteristics of sociocultural centers, which according to the literature con-
text is suited to provide the basic nature of sociocultural centers:  

- grassroots and user orientation, integration of different age groups, social classes and 
nationalities 

- cross-sectoral cultural work, 

- openness and transparencyc,  

- forms of social political work and democratic culture,  

- initiation of social, political and cultural learning processes, 

- emphasizing the democratic and humanistic content of culture and resistance 
against fascist and inhuman endeavors, 

- promotion of cultural and artistic self-activity and the next generation of artists, 

- self-administration,  

- use of all funds and income for the above-mentioned goals, 

- democratic decision-making structure,  

- non-commercial orientation. 

Based on the statistical report of Destatis (2020) and in line with the motto “culture for everyone, 
from everyone” we see the common ground of those centers in their aim to enable everyone, 
regardless of age, gender, ethnicity and social  status, to participate in art and culture and moti-
vate them to become active themselves, while acknowledging local focus and local differences. 
They aim for cultural participation and cultural education (T. J. Knoblich, 2007).  

Derived from this definition the nature of sociocultural centers is characterized by grassroots & 
user orientation, democratic structures, self-administration, and a focus on cultural participa-
tion & education. 

Sociocultural centers' work is diverse, reflecting society's diversity. They engage in children’s and 
youth work, district work, events, senior citizen work, gender equality, multicultural work, envi-
ronmental protection, educational and political work, migrant assistance, social work, and 
cross-border cooperation (Borstel, 2015). Their tasks often overlap with public service responsi-
bilities of the government. 

 

2.1.4 Relationship to the government 
The relationship between nonprofit organizations and government varies between collaboration 
and conflict (Boris & Steuerle, 2006). Collaboration can have different effects on performance 
(Nederhand, 2021). Some literature suggests a positive correlation between collaboration and 
organizational performance, while other viewpoints indicate significant performance risks, sug-
gesting partnerships with governmental bodies are best avoided (Nederhand, 2021). Nonprofits 
may achieve their goals through various levels of collaboration (Nederhand, 2021). 
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Although CBIs are self-organizing, they are not always independent from public funding (Igalla et 
al., 2019). Governments can help nonprofits in achieving their goals by providing necessary fi-
nancial and non-financial resources, helping them to survive and expand (Gazley, 2008). Such  
collaboration can enhance a nonprofits’ legitimacy and credibility with other prospective donors 
and network members, resulting in additional benefits (DiMaggio & Anheier, 1990) and access to 
the policy arena, enabling CBIs to influence it (Chavesc, Stephens, & Galaskiewicz, 2004). This 
explains CBIs search for government funding and collaboration, often leading to professionaliza-
tion of the organizations (Suarez, 2011). 

However, higher levels of collaboration and professionalization can come with costs (Suarez, 
2011). Nonprofits dependent on state finance are more likely to be influenced by the state in 
their operations and strategies (Anheier, Toepler, & Wojciech Sokolowski, 1997) potentially limit-
ing their flexibility (Salamon, 1987). Governments may use nonprofits instrumentally, leading 
them to “demand their own programs or services rather than working collaboratively” (Gonzales, 
2010, p. 58). To secure funding, nonprofits might tend to professionalize, shifting from volunteer-
based to professional boards and employees, which could decrease grassroots and community 
orientation (Guo & Acar, 2005). Governmental reporting and compliance requirements can also 
restrict autonomy and decentralization (Smith, Lipsky, & Young, 1995).  

Local government funding carries risks, such as “constraints and dependency”, especially when 
the funding makes up a large part of the budget (Vincent, 2006). Financial constraints can affect  
human resource management, such as inability to offer long-term contracts, attract qualified 
personnel, or provide competitive wages (Vincent, 2006). Furthermore, financial constraints can 
influence the security and sustainability of organizations dependent on bigger donors in case of 
payment default (Vincent, 2006). The most crucial effect according to Vincent (2006) is the ad-
ministrative burden diverting time from “creativitiy and future strategy” development to “re-
search, administration and the justification of the aid received” (Vincent, 2006, p. 24). Contrac-
tual arrangements impose allow donors to influence operations and strategic directions 
through, for example restrictive conditions, such as control over fund management (Vincent, 
2006). These conditions can be highly influential on the dynamic character of NGOs (Vincent, 
2006).  

Non-monetary government support, such as equipment, facilities, and staff, can also enhance 
operational capacity by reducing costs and enabling the use of resources which might otherwise 
be unavailable (Gazley, 2008). These  resources may come with conditions, leading to depend-
ency (Gazley, 2008). 
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2.2 Conceptual Framework 
The relationship with the government significantly influences the operations and processes of 
organizations, particularly regarding citizen inclusion and the delegation of power. While some 
organizations thrive with governmental support, others benefit from maintaining distance from 
local authorities. Regardless, it is essential to recognize that organizations do not operate in an 
institutional vacuum. Therefore, a conceptual framework, grounded in the literature review and 
following variables, is developed. This research primarily adopts a “de facto” perspective, priori-
tizing managers' perceptions over formal regulations, as actual practice often diverges from 
formal policies (following (Bach, 2014)). 

 

2.2.1 Type and extent of municipality support 
Support of the government can come in various different forms, such as financial and non-
financial resources, as well as (favorable) policies, each with advantages and costs. This study 
follows Vincent (2006) to examine external and internal funding of sociocultural centers and the 
ratio of external to internal funding. Contractual conditions, choices and methods imposed from 
the outside, the duration of support, and linkage of funds to specific purposes will also be con-
sidered. Additionally, in-kind support, such as infrastructure and technical assistance, will be 
analyzed, focusing on perceived support and constraints. 

  

2.2.2 Collaboration and Partnerships 
Nederhand (2021) highlights the significant role of collaboration between nonprofit organiza-
tions and the government. Following Nederhand (2021), Collaboration is described as a process 
where organizations work together, focusing on coordinated efforts to reach mutual objectives, 
through information exchange, resources sharing and joint activities. These cooparations can 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 
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include regular communication, collaborative policy development, and the exchange of re-
sources. In line with that, this research focuses on dialogue (frequency and depth of contact 
with public officials) and joint activities (level of involvement in policy co-creation). This will be 
measured as perceived by the interviewees.  

2.2.3 Institutional Environment 
Meyer and Rowan (1977) emphasize the importance of the institutional environment in shaping 
organizations. These institutional rules function as “rationalized myths” providing legitimacy for 
organizational actions (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Sociocultural centers must comply with different 
organizational legal forms and centers of legitimization. This study investigates the regulations 
and policies affecting these structures and their operational efficiency, considering the potential 
for a “command and control” nature (e.g. (Peters, 2018)), this research takes the legal and regu-
latory framework into account in which these centers are acting and hereby the influence on the 
actions as perceived by the managers.  

2.2.4 Grassroots/ user orientation and democracy 
The word democracy comes from the ancient Greek word demokratia, which is composed of the 
words demos – meaning people – and kratia – which together becomes a form of governance in 
which the people of a specific system are participating in the decision-making regarding its mat-
ters, which typically happens through the election of representatives (Oxford English Dictionary, 
2023). Therefore, citizen participation is deemed crucial for democracy and theories on delibera-
tive and participatory democracy propose that active citizen involvement boosts democratic 
quality by developing civic skills, enhancing legitimacy and ensuring inclusivity (Michels & Graaf, 
2010) and higher levels of participation can enhance the democratic nature of governance struc-
tures (Pateman, 2012). At the same time, people that are involved in the affairs of the sociocul-
tural centers are the members and users of the center, hence in this work it is assumed that the 
approach to citizen participation also includes the grassroots and user orientation. Therefore, 
grassroots and user orientation, and the level of democracy are both covered through the im-
plementation of the participation ladder (see below). 

As the centers are predominantly led by professionals, this study takes into account the extent 
to which members of the community are able to participate in shaping the organizations strate-
gies and governance. Based on the participation ladder by Edelenbos and Klijn (2006, p. 429), 
which represents different forms of involvement for citizens in an interactive governance pro-
cess, levels of citizen involvement are categorized: 

“Informing”: in this form the agenda is set by the people in charge and there is no oppor-
tunity for citizens to be involved. 

“Consulting”: the agenda is mostly determined but there is a chance for citizens to be in-
volved as “useful discussion partners” 

“Advising”: Citizens can give advice but there is no guarantee that this will be included. 

“Coproducing”: Citizen are actively collaborating throughout the process. 

“Co-deciding”:  Citizen are collaborating and share equal decision-making power with 
authorities.  

In this case the ladder is referring to the organizational administration as the center of power, or 
the executive force of the organization, not necessarily the (local) government.  
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In operationalizing democratic decision-making structures (especially in line with interactive 
governance), we see the (chance for) participation of citizen as the core element of democratic 
decision-making. Additionally, as structurally anchored organizational democracy (formalized) 
leads to higher levels of participation (Unterrainer, Palgi, Weber, Iwanowa, & Oesterreich, 2011)) 
“formal” and “informal” ways of approaching participation are evaluated. 

 

2.2.5 Self-administration 
As this study is about comparing community-led and municipality-led entities we must 
acknowledge the fact that municipality-led organizations are per definition not self-organized 
(see chapter 2.12). 

Self-administration in this work is referred to as a level of autonomy the center has in delivering 
its service.  

Self-administration refers to the level of autonomy a center has in delivering its services. Auton-
omy can be formal (manifested in rules) or de facto (actual autonomy in daily procedures). This 
study will focus on de facto (as perceived by the interviewees) autonomy, evaluating financial, 
personnel, and policy autonomy (Bach, 2014) to capture the “nature” of sociocultural centers. 
Autonomy involves the capacity of public organizations to set and implement their priorities 
independently.  

 

2.2.6 Cultural Participation & education 
Measuring cultural participation involves evaluating “attending/receiving,” “produc-
tive/performing,” and “interactive” dimensions. Receiving culture is hereby characterized by a 
more “one-way” consumption of cultural performances etc. 

Production of culture refers especially to the production by amateurs and is linked to self-
efficacy, it includes the provision of a “platform” for people to express themselves in a cultural 
manner. The last is interaction which we would categorize under production, as it involves the 
“dialogue” between receiving subject and source of art. Which involves a change on the source, 
by the receiver. Here it is argued that a person working with wood is changing the source (in this 
case the wood) and produces something out of it. Therefore, production of art or culture could 
be argued as always being something interactive.  

The incentive behind measuring participation is one of measuring the approach of the cultural 
centers to cultural participation. First of all, it arises out of the idea behind “goal displacement” 
addressed in Chapter 2.1.4, as we see the danger of the municipality setting this goal behind 
other as urgent perceived social tasks, because cultural participation is an “optional service” 
opposed to “mandatory services”, which the municipality is obligated to provide (Stadt Köln, 
2023a). Furthermore, we need to assess if the dimensions of cultural participation are covered 
by the centers, meaning if they offer programs for cultural participation and if this is a priority of 
those. 

The connection between the concepts of cultural education and participation makes separate 
measurement difficult (Ermert, 2009; T. J. Knoblich, 2007). As “cultural education is education 
for cultural participation” (Ermert, 2009), this research takes self-realization in cultural fields as 
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decisive in this case. Cultural education will therefore be measured by the opportunity to partic-
ipate in cultural production. 

 

3. Research design and methodological justification 
3.1 Research Character and Method 

This study aims to examine the influence of the relationship to the local government on the key 
characteristics of sociocultural centers. This explanatory study utilizes case studies to under-
stand complex social phenomena, challenging the misconception that case studies are only for 
exploratory research (Yin, 2018). 

The case study design as a framework for the research “arises out of the desire to understand 
complex social phenomena” (Yin, 2018, p. 35) and “allow[s] you to focus in-depth on a ‘case’ 
and to retain a holistic and real-world perspective” (Yin, 2018, p. 35). Also, this work is guided by 
a case study framework, to ensure coherence during the research process. Looking at this work 
a multiple case study design has been chosen. A multiple case study design is generally ex-
pected to be more time and cost intensive, but it is also considered to deliver more robust and 
more valuable insights than single case studies (Yin, 2018).  

 

3.2 Case selection: 4 community centers, two different responsi-
ble bodies 

There is a danger for selection bias, when choosing a case to study. However, random case se-
lection is not ideal for a very low N sample, as the risk of selecting an unrepresentative case is 
high (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Two main objectives have to be addressed: representativeness 
and variation (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Case selection is guided by research objectives and 
the case’s position within the population (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). This multiple case-study 
aims to isolate the  relationship to the local government keeping  other variables as similar as 
possible to achieve an isolating effect (Seawright & Gerring, 2008). 

Yin (2018) recommends choosing “pilot cases” to become aware of the context and scope, aid-
ing in developing “relevant lines of questions” (Yin, 2018, p. 147). In order to achieve this and in 
line with Yin(2018), expert consultation ensured appropriate case selection and minimized risks 
of dissimilarities. An expert, a former public official from Cologne’s responsible entity Bür-
gerzentren und Bürgerhäuser, and now advisor for one community center (not chosen in this 
case study), provided guidance. The following cases have been chosen.  

 

3.2.1 Bürgerhaus Kalk (MC1) 
The center was founded in 1990 by the city (M1) and it is located in one Colognes fifteen socially 
disadvantaged areas (in German “Sozialraumgebiet”) (Stadt Köln, 2024). In this area also first 
tendencies of gentrification are coming up (M1). It is the smallest of the houses examined. 

The manager has an expertise in the social, arts and pedagogic field and has been working in 
these for decades. The manager has been active in the specific neighborhood for more than a 
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decade and was responsible for the neighborhood work of another nonprofit organization in the 
social field. She was always active in the nonprofit sector and comes from outside the municipal 
administration. The manager is working in the center for 6 years now (whole paragraph M1). 

The underlying mission of the center is to provide “a place of encounter, a place where everyone 
can participate […] regardless of origin, skin color, social status and financial means” (M1). Fo-
cal points of the center are “youth and children cultural work, and “to become even more a 
place where it is even easier to participate”, in a sense of “creating low-threshold spaces where 
people can try out various cultural techniques […] even if they cannot contribute financially” 
(M1). 

In the center 5,5 full time employees are working. Three of them have either a pedagogical edu-
cation or a social work background. One is an electrician who takes care of the building's 
maintenance and one and a half positions in administration. Then there are 20-30 freelancers 
working and up 80 people volunteers which are in the advisory board, giving workshops or other 
work  (M1). 

 

3.2.2 Bürgerhaus Stollwerck (MC2) 
Before the center was established in 1987, it was preceded by the biggest occupation in the his-
tory of Cologne, in which an old chocolate factory was subject. After negotiations with the city 
an old building was refunctioned as a sociocultural center, which now is the biggest in the feder-
al state (KuLaDig). 

The manager of the center is in the position for 6 years. He has been a civil servant for over 20 
years, with extensive experience in different municipal roles (M2). 

The main goal of the center is to offer low-threshold access to culture and also create opportu-
nities for people to create culture (M2). Then they want to offer social services to their users, 
which could be sports, social advice, and handicraft (M2). The house is not deeply involved in 
the offering of cultural education, but sometimes artists that have a space in their building are 
doing so (M2). 

The center has 10 full time employees which are employed with the city and additionally free-
lance workers and support staff, which makes a total of 50 employees. 

 

3.2.3 Bürgerzentrum Ehrenfeld (CC1) 
The “BüzE” is placed in an old industrial site which was abandoned from 1969 until 1980. In 
1977 an association was founded by members of the Social Democratic Party in Cologne, with 
the wish to refunction the building as a sociocultural center, which happened after a symbolic 
occupation in 1980 (C1). “At that time the city of Cologne and the association ‘Bürgerzentrum 
Ehrenfeld e.V.’ set up a sponsorship contract, which stated ‘OK, you get the house for free, we as 
the city are responsible for this house similar to how a landlord would be, but you don't pay any 
money. In return, you provide socio-cultural work for the citizens’ and some other points”. The 
center is located in an area which has undergone radical socioeconomic transformations, evolv-
ing from an industrial and migrantic-dominated into a trendy neighborhood. This change has 
been accompanied by gentrification, leading to rising property prices and changing the local 
communities’ character. 
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The manager of the center has been working for the center for 3 years.  He has an economics 
background, but before his position he has been working for a political party for several years in 
Cologne. Additionally, he is voluntary board member and founder of other social welfare and 
arts associations (C1). 

The center employs 27 full-time equivalents and approximately another 10 freelance workers 
and service staff in the café. Around 70 people receive payments from the center. Additionally, to 
that 100-120 volunteers are working in the center (C1). 

The goal of the center is to be a place of encounter that is there for everyone and inclusive, 
meaning that especially people that are excluded such as minorities are welcome to participate 
(C1).  

 

3.2.4 Alte Feuerwache (CC2) 
The center “Alte Feuerwache” is placed in an old fire station, which has been abandoned for 
decades before the center was placed in there (C2). In 1977 an association was founded to re-
structure the site as a sociocultural center. In 1980 it was successively renovated and refunc-
tioned as a sociocultural center in independent management by the association “Bürgerzentrum 
Alte Feuerwache e.V.” (C2) (Alte Feuerwache Köln, 2021). 

The manager of the center has a background in business administration and has extensive expe-
rience working in the bank sector. The past decade she was working in the controlling, account-
ing and finance of organizations in the social and arts field. Normally, the center is managed by 
two managers. One focuses more on pedagogical and content-related issues and the other one 
on commercial management. The interview was held with the commercial management, which 
was taking both management roles, as the other management role was not occupied at the time 
of the interview. At the time of the interview the manager was at the center for 6 months (C2). 

There are around 7-8 permanent positions in the pedagogic department of the center. Besides 
the members and the board of directors there are now no volunteers working at the center (C2). 

 

3.3 Research Process Design 
Yin (2018) highlights the importance of triangulation methods, which helps  in strengthening 
construct validity of case studies. In following Yin (2018), this study is emphasizing data triangu-
lation, meaning the use of multiple sources of evidence such as statutes of the community cen-
ters, official documents of the cooperation of the community centers, and the conceptual 
framework of the community centers in Cologne in order to enhance validity and reliability of the 
findings. The research design is kept "flexible, iterative, and continuous," allowing for the repeat-
ed adjustment of the sampling plan and interview focus at different stages, potentially narrowing 
their scope. This approach also involves continuously refining the research throughout the pro-
cess, incorporating new questions or topics in later interviews to keep the study dynamic and 
responsive to emerging insights (Flick, 2007). 
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3.3.1 Desk research 
The focus of the research has a “de facto” characteristics, which means that semi-structured 
interviews and the experience with managers is the primary source for investigations. Still, to 
complement the knowledge of the managers, desk research will be conducted. Desk research 
will focus on: 

- Official documents of the city, such as the Conceptual Framework of the centers, and 
household budget of the City of Cologne 

- Statutes of the associations  

 

3.3.2 Semi-structured Interviews 
Yin (2018) states that interviews are “one of the most important sources of case study evidence”. 
Interviews can take various forms, from an entirely open interaction between researcher and 
participant to an highly structured interview in which participants are interviewed in “an almost 
survey-like” fashion (Knott, Rao, Summers, & Teeger, 2022).  

In this research, semi-structured interviews have been chosen as a data collection technique, 
which can be considered the  most popular form of interview (Knott et al., 2022). This form of 
interview is “located somewhere between the extremes of the completely standardized and the 
completely unstandardized interviewing structures” (Berg & Lune, 2017, p. 69). As this research 
runs along the line of predetermined topics, this form of interview seems feasible. It offers a 
guidance through the inclusion of predetermined questions (Berg & Lune, 2017). These ques-
tions are generally posed to each interviewee in a systematic and consistent sequence. Howev-
er, interviewers have the flexibility to diverge from the set order; they are encouraged (and ex-
pected) to explore topics more deeply beyond the responses to their pre-established questions 
(Berg & Lune, 2017). This is assumed to be a method which does justice to the case study de-
sign, as it sets boundaries but also leaves place for new findings and topics which could emerge 
during the interview. 

 

3.3.2.1 Design 
The interview guide was developed based on the research question, breaking it down into sub-
topics and subsequently specific questions (Gläser & Laudel, 2009, p. 60). To facilitate the col-
lection of comparable and somewhat more organized data, an interview guide was developed. 
The topic guide was established by orienting on the research question (as stated above), there-
fore on the established key characteristics of sociocultural centers and the relationship to the 
local government. The guide determined the key topics and central questions, designed to pro-
vide guidance throughout the interview. Still, the   possibility for flexibility and instinctive reac-
tion of the researcher and interviewee, has been used extensively, but with care. Open-ended 
questions and the pursue arising issues instinctively, delivered insights into topics and issues 
which go beyond the initial considerations (Berg & Lune, 2017). Additional questions were posed 
to steer the interview in the (assumed) right direction, and order of questions was adjusted to 
ensure a natural flow of conversation (Gläser & Laudel, 2009).  

Several measures have been taken to ensure an open and flexible conversation. As starting 
questions, such of descriptive and bibliographical nature have been chosen, which on the one 
hand are related to the topics, but on the other hand general and simple to answer (Knott et al., 
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2022). To gain deeper insights into the topics, help interviewees to answer questions and ensure 
a natural flow of conversation the interviewer used “probes” and “non-verbal-cues” to e.g. en-
courage the participants to dive deeper into certain topics (Knott et al., 2022, p. 4). In line with 
the research design the focus and individual questions were refined and adjusted throughout 
the research process (Flick, 2007). This approach was expected to maximize depth and validity 
of the collected data. 

 

3.3.2.2 Participants 
Yin highlights the importance about finding “knowledgeable” people to interview and to do jus-
tice to the “in-depth” characteristic of case studies, sampling for interviews in case studies is 
about “finding the right people – those who have made the experience relevant for the study” 
(Flick, 2007, p. 80). Therefore, sampling is done purposefully and reflects the perceived experi-
ence and knowledge about the centers.  

Purposeful sampling was used to select knowledgeable participants (Flick, 2007). Managers 
responsible for the centers' agendas, daily operations, and public relations were interviewed, 
along with an expert advisor from Cologne's community centers unit. This ensures a holistic 
view of the centers' activities and government relationships. An interview with a local artist pro-
vided insights into cultural participation and education. 

 

Table 1: Overview of expert interviews 

 

(A1) 
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3.3.2.3 Ethical considerations 
The principle of informed consent is crucial in social science research when dealing with human 
subjects (Gläser & Laudel, 2009) In the research involving data collection from individuals, in-
formed consent was obtained based on a template from Erasmus University Rotterdam. This 
consent form was distributed to and signed by all interviewees. 

Key aspects of the informed consent included, among other things: 

• Transparent sharing of available information on objectives 
• Agreement on the recording of interviews 
• Anonymity of interviewees: names were not disclosed, though names of their organiza-

tions and their roles were.  
• Confidentiality information was provided 
• The use of data was accepted through the participants 

Participants were informed of potential limitations to their anonymity due to the disclosure of 
organizational affiliations and roles. Additionally, a privacy related checklist was completed by 
the researcher and supervisor to ensure compliance with privacy standards. 

 

3.3.3 Methods of empirical analysis  
After defining the data collection process, sampling process, and interview conditions, the 
method for data analysis must be defined. This research follows the qualitative content analysis 
approach according to Mayring (2015), combining the systemic and rule guided nature of quanti-
tative analysis with the deep understanding of the qualitative analysis (Gläser & Laudel, 2009). 

 Mayring (2015, p. 67) defines “three basic forms of interpretation”: summary, explication, and 
structuring. These are independent analyzing techniques that can be combined (Mayring, 2015). 
In a rather deductive fashion this research comes with a question and predefined categories. 
According Mayring (2015) this fits with the structuring approach, in which specific categories are 
predetermined and used to evaluate and analyze the relevant sections of the material. However, 
it might be unlikely to think that all of the relevant categories can be foreseen prior the analysis. 
Mayring (2015) therefore suggests that a test run of the material is conducted to check, whether 
the categories, definitions, anchor examples, and coding rules are applicable and clear. Contra-
ry to Mayring and in line with Gläser and Laudel (2009) the category system will be kept “open”, 
allowing for supplementation and refinement rather than complete replacement. entirely. This 
aligns with the prioritization of open questions and the openness to new topics arising during 
data collection (Flick, 2007).  

Coding rules were defined to organize the material in the category system (see Appendix 2). The 
predefined codes and categories were orienting on the research question and predefined varia-
bles, other categories and variables were defined where the material did not fit the predefined 
ones.  
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3.4 Operationalization 
To ensure the operationalizations focus on the measurement, rather than the theoretical expla-
nation, the detailed discussions and citations of studies and theories underlying the measure-
ment are in the literature review. This operationalization feeds from that section. 

 

Table 2: Operationalization of variables 
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3.5 Reliability and Validity 
Chapter 3 already provides measures regarding reliability and validity, but due to the special 
conditions of the case study design, it could be perceived as important to readdress those is-
sues separately. This research followed Yin (2018) as a main guidance to ensure validity and 
reliability. 

 

3.5.1 Reliability 
This study follows a multiple case study design, which is recognized for more robust and valua-
ble insights than single-cases study designs (Yin, 2018). 

A case study protocol has been created, which is also evident through the structured approach 
to data collection and standardized processes (Yin, 2018). All data is stored in a comprehensive 
case study database to ensure consistency and allow for verification (Yin, 2018). This especially 
includes the storage of records and transcripts of semi-structured interviews, as well as docu-
ments for desk research. Detailed procedures for case selection and research process design, 
such as expert consultation mirroring the use of pilot cases are documented (Yin, 2018).  

Furthermore, triangulation through the use of multiple sources of evidence supports maintain-
ing a chain of evidence and the reliability of the data collected (Yin, 2018). 

The use of semi-structured interviews with a consistent set of predetermined questions helps to 
ensure that data is collected in a systematic and comparable manner (Flick, 2007). Purposeful 
sampling ensures that the information gathered is relevant and reliable (Seawright & Gerring, 
2008). 

 

3.5.2 Validity 
Construct validity is enhanced through data triangulation, which ensures that findings are sup-
ported by multiple evidence (Yin, 2018). Also the use of an interview guide based on the re-
search question helps to ensure that data collection is relevant to the constructs being studied 
(Flick, 2007). 

Internal validity is enhanced through a flexible and iterative approach, which allows for adjust-
ment of sampling plan and interview focus as new insights emerge (Flick, 2007). The study con-
siders potential biases in case selection and addresses them by consulting and purposeful 
sampling (Yin, 2018). 

External validity and generalizability are enhanced through the use of a multiple case study de-
sign (Yin, 2018). However, it is recognized that the case study design is still inferior to other re-
search designs in ensuring external validity (Yin, 2018) 
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4. Empirical findings & analysis 
Before diving deeper into the explanations of the different variables investigated and the effects 
regarding them, a brief description of the context is provided, to help the reader understand the 
cases in place better.  

 

4.1 Context of the centers 
The Bürgerhäuser and Bürgerzentren have long been part of the city's infrastructure and were 
officially recognized in 1977, with the term sociocultural center synonymous with Bürgerhäuser, 
Bürgerzentren and Nachbarschaftsheim (neighbourhood homes) (Stadt Köln, 2007). In 2007 the 
Rahmenkonzept Kölner Bürgerhäuser und Bürgerzentren (Conceptual framework for Cologne's 
Bürgerhäuser and Bürgerzentren) was developed in close collaboration with the community cen-
ters and stakeholders and approved in 2008 by the city council. This framework outlines the or-
ganizational structure and tasks of these centers and remains their baseline framework, ac-
knowledging the differences due to vary neighborhoods (Stadt Köln, 2007). The guiding princi-
ples for the centers outlined in the framework are: 

The guiding principles outlined here are: 

1. Facilitation of Encounter and Dialogue: The community centers and civic centers are in-
tended to serve as vibrant and open meeting places that foster social, cultural, and polit-
ical dialogues among people. 

2. Active Participation in Neighborhood Development: These facilities aim to actively par-
ticipate in shaping the neighborhood and district with the goal of improving the quality of 
life for the population. This includes promoting the integration of all cultures and social 
strata, as well as fostering connections between generations. 

3. Activation for Self-Responsible Action and Volunteer Engagement: The community cen-
ters and civic centers aim to activate as many people as possible to take self-
responsible action and/or engage in volunteer activities. 

4. Provision of Services for Citizens: These establishments are intended to serve as service 
providers for residents in the neighborhood and district, acting as an information plat-
form and offering advisory services. 

 

They have shaped the cultural and social life of the city for decades, with the first Bürgerhaus 
was founded in 1947 by the quakers (Quäker Nachbarschaftsheim e.V., 2018). The founders and 
responsible bodies between the community centers vary. Many, as in line with the nature of so-
ciocultural centers are coming from a history of active citizenship and even occupation of old 
houses (Kölner Elf, n.d.), they were founded by community initiatives, welfare association, and 
the municipality (Kölner Elf, n.d.; Stadt Köln, 2007).  

Four of the centers are in direct stewardship of the municipality, the others are in stewardship of 
social and welfare associations, and community initiatives. Citizen participation is central and 
occurs through elected advisory boards or active memberships in association boards. (Stadt 
Köln, 2007). 
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In 2005 the centers in Cologne formed a coalition called “Kölner Elf” to represent their interests 
(Bürgerhaus Stollwerck, 2024a). The coalition is organized by the city but with shared agenda-
setting (C1) and comes together every 6 weeks for “professional exchange”, planning of joint 
activities and a representation towards the city (M1,C1,C2,M2,C1). They also use this coalition 
to be “a strong voice in the urban society” (M1).  

4.2 Collaboration & Partnerships 

4.2.1 Dialogue 
Meetings between the municipality and community centers take place every 6 weeks, involving 
the center representatives (mostly managers) and public officials (M1,M2,C1,C2,PO1). These 
meetings, featuring lectures on relevant topics, are vital for professional exchange and service 
coordination (M1, M2, C1, C2, PO1). All managers highlight the importance of the meetings for 
information exchange and representing the centers’ interests towards the city (M1, C1, C2).  

Moreover, regular meetings between MC managers and public officials address specific munici-
pal aspects of daily business, such as public procurement and regulations, without additional 
benefits (PO1).  

 

4.2.2 Shared Vision & Mission 
The centers collaboration mostly consists of the shared activities and dialogue between the 
“Kölner Elf” (M1,M2,C1,C2). It is an important aspect of the managers work and delivers a 
shared vision of inclusivity and diversity, which is part of every centers goal (M1,M2,C1,C2). 

Apart from this coalition, organized by the city, not much seems to be contributed by the city 
(M1,C1,C2). All managers, feel a lack of prioritization of sociocultural centers in the municipal 
administration (M1,M2,C1,C2). C1 states: “they leave us alone, but there is also no support” and 
M1 says “we are part of the Department of Social Affairs where we are the only ‘Voluntary Ser-
vice’ but of course the Department is under much more pressure to implement all the ‘mandato-
ry services’, like homelessness, asylum, and so on. Therefore, the main focus is always on those 
issues.” 

 

4.2.3 Networks 
While the Kölner Elf coalition is significant and persistent, neighborhood networks seem crucial 
for reliable service delivery (M1, C1, C2). M1 says: I'm in a good network with the other players 
here in the social area and I know who offers which counseling services, so I don't need to do 
that as well”. These networks, both informal and formal, include neighborhood conferences (M1) 
and social welfare associations (C1, C2) that provide support and in case of CCs also funding. 
M2 is not part of any official neighborhood network besides the collaboration with the city, but 
as a manager he is part of the board of the supporting association, which is led by citizen. 

 



 

22 
 

4.3 Institutional Environment 

4.3.1 Legal form and organizational implications 
The relationship to the municipality affects the legal form of the centers.  

4.3.1.1 Community-led centers 
The CCs operate as non-profit associations, with around 100 members and a board of directors  
(C1, C2). Service delivery, including the management, is primarily handled by professionals (C1, 
C2, PO1). Members participate in strategic decisions through the AGM (C1, C2) and working 
groups (C2). Members elect the board of directors, responsible for managerial and supervising 
aspects, such as financial and personnel matters, as well as strategic matters (C1, C2).  Mem-
bers and the board of directors serve on voluntary basis (C1, C2).  

4.3.1.2 Municipality-led centers 
MCs are part of the municipal administration and subject to municipal regulations (M1, M2, 
PO1). Instead of an elected board of directors, the city is responsible of supervising the centers 
(M1, M2, PO1).  

 

4.3.2 Legal & Regulatory context 
MCs face additional regulations imposed by the city, leading to  (M1,M2,PO1). As PO1 says 
those regulations have some influence on the centers: “The municipal administration of Co-
logne is somewhat hierarchical organized, when we look at the organizational chart. In the end, 
this has some influence on the centers, which is why I would say that they are a bit more hierar-
chically structured as the free centers.” (PO1). 

Despite the MCs being influenced and organized bureaucratically, the core team within all cen-
ters operate through collaborative decision-making (C1, C2, M1, M2).  

Municipal financing for all centers comes from the Department of Social Affairs 
(M1,M2,C1,C2,PO1). As the interviewees emphasize, the centers are a “voluntary service”, 
which is an additional service of the municipality, contrary to legally required “mandatory ser-
vices”, such as childcare or other responsibilities of social welfare (M1,M2,C1,C2,PO1). It seems 
like the Department of Social Affairs is responsible for a lot of “mandatory services”, which 
seems to be the reason why sociocultural centers are underprioritized (M1, M2, C1, C2, PO1). 
Additionally, a “regulatory failure” arises from placing real estate in the seems to be the place-
ment of the real estate in the budget of the Department (C1). Most infrastructure consists of 
listed buildings with high maintenance costs, which are covered by the centers’ budget (C1, C2, 
M1, M2, PO1) instead of the Department for Real Estate (C1). 

4.3.2.1 Rahmenkonzept der Kölner Bürgerhäuser und Bürgerzentren 
The Rahmenkonzept Kölner Bürgerhäuser und Bürgerzentren (Conceptual Framework) provides  
overarching guidelines for sociocultural centers in Cologne, developed with these institutions 
and confirmed by the city council (PO1) (Stadt Köln, 2007). It sets a shared goal for the centers, 
serving as flexible guidance to create neighborhood-specific programs (C1,M1,M2,PO1). How-
ever, the broad scope makes it challenging for the centers to fully meet all guidance (M1).  
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4.4 Financing and non-financial support 

4.4.1 Community-led centers 
CCs have multiple income streams: municipal funding, room rental, commercial operations, 
and third-party funding. The proportions vary annually. (C1, C2, PO1)  

CC1’s budget is around 2,2 Mio €, from which around 36% is project acquisition (third-party 
funds and foundations), 32% commercial business operations, 20% operating cost subsidies 
(from the municipality), and around 11% for room rental, whereby donations and membership 
contributions are almost negligible (C1). 

CC2 has a slightly lower budget, from which 50% are municipal operating cost subsidies, around 
a third is project acquisitions (from third-party funds and foundations), and the rest from room 
rental (C2).  

Operating cost subsidies are mainly there to cover costs which are not generating income, such 
as pedagogical offerings (C2, PO1), it is the only stable income on which the community-led 
centers can rely, as the other positions are either fluctuating or short-term project-funds 
(C1,C2). 

Project related third party acquisition is one of the biggest sources for CCs funding and is always 
bound to timely restricted funding (C1, C2).  The problem with project based funding is that the 
centers are “covering background noise; problems which are not solved from one day to the 
next, such as poverty, […] participation of young and old” (C1), which need more stable funding 
(C1, C2). Furthermore, the application for funds requires a lot of resources (C1, C2). C1 sees it 
as a core task for CC managers and sees it “accompanied by a tremendous amount of pressure 
to acquire so much money” (C1). C2 sees the administrative burden as main constraint in ac-
quisition of third-party funding. 

 

4.4.2 Municipality-led centers 
The budgets for the municipality-led centers were not disclosed, but both are funded 100% by 
the municipality (M1,M2,PO1), with occasional additional community support (M2). Their full 
budgets are approved two years in advance, providing stability (M1,M2,PO1). 

 

4.4.3 Financial implications 
Both MCs and CCs face financial constraints and rising costs (M1,C1,C2,M2). Differences in 
MCs and CCs resources are not fully investigable due to missing budget information. The man-
agers do not see big differences, as their budget can be reduced equally (M1, C1, C2). MCs and 
managers are seen as “little bit better financed” (C1), with less budget and personnel responsi-
bility (C1), and “more relaxed” (C2), because they do not have to worry about their jobs, as in 
case of closure munici-pal employees would be transferred but not fired (M1, C1, C2). 

M1 & C1 state that municipal resource allocation has decreased in proportion to rising costs. 
PO1 & C1 note that the payment amounts are historically determined and tied to inflation. All 
managers cite rising costs, such as energy and personnel, as reasons for decreased program 
budgets. 
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Opposed to MCs, the rise in personnel costs is a major threat for CCs (C1, C2). MCs personnel 
are not included in the managers budget, as they are paid by the municipality (M1, M2, PO1).  

Managers and public officials highlight that sociocultural centers, with 1,5 million annual visi-
tors, receive 3,8€ million from the city, whereas “high culture” institutions with 185.000 visitors 
receive 60€ million, emphasizing the disparity in funding (M1, C1, PO1). As their focus is on of-
fering cultural services, M1 & C2 propose funding from the Cultural Department.  

 

4.4.4 Non-financial support 
The non-financial support relates to the properties used by the centers. Most are refunctioned 
listed buildings with high maintenance requirements, provided by the municipality free of charge 
(C1, C2, PO1). 

 

4.5 Self-administration 

4.5.1 Financial autonomy 
All centers depend on municipal funding, limiting their financial autonomy. Managers agree that 
the allocated resources are insufficient (M1,C1,C2,M2).  

For CCs, decreasing municipal funding is primarily due to rising tariffs for professional staff (C1, 
C2). C1 states: “So purely from a business perspective, I would have to try to get people out eve-
ry 3 years and bring in new people who then cost less.” C2 states: “The salaries here are rising 
exorbitantly, but the operating cost subsidies are not increasing accordingly, […]. In fact, I would 
have to tell people to gradually switch to part-time work.”  

4.5.1.1 Budgetary allocations 
Budgetary allocation and subsidies are tied to performance and target agreements 
(C1,C2,M1,M2,PO1), but these do not heavily restrict budget use (C1, C2, M1, M2). Managers 
can mostly adjust their municipal budgets as needed, as the voluntary services they offer are 
not subject to strict guidelines. The conceptual framework provides broad guidelines, allowing 
for flexibility in their actions. 

For CCs, municipal funds and self-generated incomes are flexible, but third-party funding is 
time-restricted and project-specific (C1,C2).  

4.5.1.2 Income disposition 

4.5.1.2.1 Municipality-led centers 
MCs cannot dispose of their generated income due to municipal administration regulations 
(M1,M2,PO1). M2 states: “We always had trouble with the manager of the café downstairs, and 
they have not always been compatible with our cultural operations […]. If we could do that on 
our own that would be good. With the generated income we could spend way more on our op-
erations.” M1 says: “If I budget very well and do meet my annual targets early, when things go 
well and I am 20.000€ over, then I am not allowed to keep it and reinvest it into the house. That’s 
a bit of a shame”. Additionally to that, MC1&2 are mostly solely financed by the city and are not 
eligible for project funding (M1,M2,PO1). 
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4.5.1.2.2 Community-led centers 
CCs however have free autonomy on their income generation and are highly dependent on their 
generated incomes to fund their organizational operations (C1,C2). 

 

4.5.2 Personnel autonomy 
4.5.2.1 Municipality-led centers 

Due to their incorporation into the municipalities administration, MCs face strict regulatory con-
straints in human resource management (M1, M2, PO1). Staffing decision are made outside the 
centers (M1,M2,C1). M2 states that they are in need for new employees and “everyone works 
overtime” and M1 says “every year I ask for personnel and they say no every year” (M1). Hiring, 
firing and promotion are regulated by the municipality, limiting personnel autonomy (M1, M2, 
C1, PO1). 

4.5.2.2 Community-led centers 
CCs do not face regulatory restrictions but struggle with financial constraints affecting staffing 
(C1,C2). Employees are partially funded by municipal subsidies or short-term projects, requiring 
constant funding applications (C1,C2). Due to those financial constraints, employees in the 
MCs often get paid less than market value, which can make it hard to find people (C1,C2). 

 

4.5.3 Strategic autonomy 
Strategic autonomy involves the autonomy of taking decisions outside the realm of financial and 
human resources constraints, but there is a strong link between the perceived budget autonomy 
and strategic autonomy, as the budget somewhat explains the implementation of services. 

All of the managers see that a level of freedom is needed in the implementation of programs and 
services, as the neighborhoods vary in their interests and needs (M1,C1,C2,M2,C1). They also 
state that this level of freedom is given to them, apart of financial constraints (M1,C1,C2,M2). 

4.5.3.1 Municipality-led centers 
For MCs there is agreement on the level of freedom the centers have in the implementation of 
programs. M1 says they are “very free” and that the municipality “gives us a lot of freedom […] 
and I have made quite a few changes content-wise.” M2 feels there is freedom within the existing 
budget and the possibility to reallocate funds to different services as needed, but there is also 
the formality to apply for.  

4.5.3.2 Community-led centers 
CC managers value their level of freedom apart from the financial constrained they are facing 
(C1,C2). The managers felt a lack of commitment as “neither in the sponsorship agreement nor 
in the discussions […] is a clear understanding of the mission and the use of funds” (C1), which 
comes with an unclarity on what they should provide and how much they can finance with the 
subsidies (C1,C2). 

 

4.5.4 Autonomy implications  
MCs’ autonomy is heavily restricted by municipal regulations, primarily in financial and person-
nel matters. However, strategic autonomy seems to come with only little restrictions, as the cen-
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ters are mostly free in the implementation of their services. This aligns with the broad Concep-
tual Framework for sociocultural centers, allowing neighborhood-specific implementation.  

CCs’, while not restricted by regulations, apart from third-party funding, face significant financial 
constraints. Despite higher financial and personnel autonomy compared to MCs, CCs struggle 
with rising costs and limited municipal subsidies. 

Overall, CCs are considered more autonomous than MCs. 

 

4.6 Grassroots orientation and democratic decision-making 

4.6.1 Institutionalized channels 
4.6.1.1 Municipality-led centers 

For MCs, citizen involvement is taken into account through the election of advisory boards 
(C1)(Stadt Köln, 2007). The advisory boards regulations provide for the election of ten citizens of 
different age groups and local representatives of parties and associations (Stadt Köln, 2007). 
The board is advising in matters of programs and strategic orientation of the centers (Stadt Köln, 
2007). However, the importance and weighing of the board is varying between the centers. M1 
sees the advisory board as an important channel to get in touch with the community, identify 
community needs and include citizens into the decision-making process. Beyond their defined 
tasks, they are actively involved in meetings and events of the center (M1). For M2, one could say 
the advisory board is not taking a high priority, as the elections have been postponed since 
around 2 years, and there is no advisory board in place (M2).  

4.6.1.2 Community-led centers 
CCs are per legal form and their stipulations centers which are including community members 
in their overall strategy (D2,D3). Influences on the long-term strategy and on the direction of the 
centers are taken in the AGM, and especially indirectly through the election of board members 
(C1,C2). Even though not all of the members are necessarily active (C1,C2), it represents a form 
of citizen participation in the centers and a form of power for the members. The legitimacy of the 
management is therefore (indirectly) provided by citizen. One CC also has an advisory board 
(C2), which has an advising role (Alte Feuerwache Köln, 2024)(C2). Membership is open for all 
citizens (C1, C2). C2 also names the opportunity for members to get involved in working groups, 
which are active in practical, hands-on or strategic tasks. C2 also highlights the burden that 
comes with democratic decision-making, as those processes are “enormously time-
consuming”. 

 

4.6.2 informal channels 
4.6.2.1 Municipality-led centers 

M1 emphasized the need for active engagement in events and daily activities, to get in touch 
with citizen through informal channels, which seems to be an integral aspect of their work and 
determination of needs (M1). M1 sees the necessity to involve citizen actively in the program. 
Moreover, there are about 80 volunteers involved in daily activities of the center, from cooking to 
giving workshops (M1), which highlights the importance of citizen involvement. On the other 
hand, the other center sees different paths of community involvement. M2 still sees informal 
ways of communication as the main channel for citizen and highlights that there are always sug-
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gestions from the community, but takes a rather passive approach, relying on community sug-
gestions (“they are always coming to us, when there is something”). 

4.6.2.2 Community-led centers 
C1 cites community-initiated projects as crucial, such as sports for disabled people, communi-
ty gardening and others. He sees one main aspect of their work in the provision of space, or the 
translation of citizen needs into project proposals. C2 sees the administrative burden and inter-
nal conflicts as a main reason for why citizen involvement and especially involvement of volun-
teers has been lacking in the past months, but normally there would be more involvement. C1 
also highlights that the participative nature of the center seems to be lacking through the finan-
cial constraints and administrative burden that comes with it, on the other hand members are 
actively participating in daily business tasks of the centers (C2).  

 

4.6.3 Volunteers 
4.6.3.1 Municipality-led centers 

The municipal centers show huge differences in the involvement of volunteers. MC2 is only in-
volving “very few” volunteers whereas MC1 has around 80 volunteers a year which are involved 
in events and the design of workshops, which are partly done by people in the neighborhood 
(M1).  

4.6.3.2 Community-led centers 
In CC1, 100-120 volunteers are involved in daily activities and (C1), but C1 also sees a clear dis-
tinction on the tasks in which volunteers can and want to be involved, depending on the size of 
the organization: “For example accounting. It is no problem to find someone in my other associ-
ation, because there are people that want to volunteer in that, but in a professional structure 
with 27 full-time equivalents, this is a problem.” In CC2, C2 sees the clear constraints by the 
administrative burdens, inner conflicts, and restructuring of infrastructure, which have to be 
settled first. Besides the working groups there are no other tasks in which volunteers are in-
volved, because volunteers also need to be “guided by professionals” about which C2 is “quite 
sure that we can find it, once we are back with the full team soon”.  

 

4.6.4 Democratic implications 
CCs are more participative due to their organization as associations. They offer members the 
opportunity to co-decide on strategic decisions, with professional employees managing daily 
operations. Citizens can join as members and shape long-term strategies, highlighting the par-
ticipative nature of CCs. 

MCs involve citizens through advisory boards, which are democratic but non-binding. The pres-
ence and effectiveness of those boards vary, with MC2 lacking an active board. Citizen involve-
ment in MCs depends largely on the managers’ willingness to implement community advice. 
MC1 shows high citizen involvement in daily activities with citizen co-producing in the program, 
while MC2 takes citizen into account, but follows a rather advisory approach.  

Both, MCs and CCs utilize informal channels and volunteers, but the extent varies. Citizen par-
ticipation is heavily influenced by the institutional environment, regulations, and organizational 
structures of the centers. These factors set the baseline for participation, but other elements 
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also play a   role. CCs see a restriction in the extent of participation due to financial constraints 
and administrative burdens. 

 

4.7 Cultural participation & education 
Looking at different centers and their approaches to cultural participation, we can clearly see 
the remaining priority of the centers to provide cultural services and programs. What we do see 
is the priority of the centers to provide an inclusive space for people (M1,C1,C2,M2). However, 
what we also do see is the differences in how those services are brought to the users. This does 
not seem entirely dependent on the legal form of the centers. 

 

4.7.1 Dimensions of cultural participation & education 

4.7.1.1 Municipality-led centers 
M2 sees every service they are offering as equal and sets no focal point, emphasizing perfor-
mances, exhibitions, and spaces for established artists. With its broad service delivery MC2 
does not provide cultural education itself, apart from some artists who are renting studios that 
give some art workshops (M2). Program selection for performances outsourced to an agency 
(M2). Looking at the cultural program, one can see that the agency seems to put a focus on es-
tablished artists and bigger events (Bürgerhaus Stollwerck, 2024b). In line with that, the prices 
seem to be higher than in other centers, although there are offered discounts on some events 
(which is the case for all of the other centers) (Bürgerhaus Stollwerck, 2024b)(M1, C1, C2). A 
local musician also confirms that there is no big opportunity for smaller artists to rent the prac-
tice rooms, as they are already rented out long term to established artists (A1). Furthermore, the 
local musician says that the concert halls are too expensive to rent for smaller artists and the 
usual opportunity of funding through beverage sales is no longer available, as this is handled by 
the agency (A1). Therefore, a clear focus on established artists, with no opportunity for smaller 
artists and citizen for cultural self-realization can be noticed.  

Conversely, M1 shifted focus of the center from bigger events to low-threshold performances 
(M1). The focus is on offering programs for people to participate in a receiving and interacting 
characteristic (M1). They set a big focus on “cultural focus for youth and children” and on “open 
offers for people to experience different cultural techniques, such as woodcraft, pottery, knit-
tery” just to name a few (M1). Everything can also be attended without money (M1). Further-
more, once a month a stage is offered for local and semi-professional artists and amateurs to 
show their performances (M1). 

 

4.7.1.2 Community-led centers 
CCs prioritize offering space for minority groups to self-organize and express their culture 
(C1,C2). The focus is on offering performances and workshops which are affordable or free and 
a vast variety on receiving/attending but also productive program is offered (C1,C2). Both man-
agers however do state the need to offer events of more commercial nature, in order to finance 
their operations (C1,C2). C1 feels very limited in their cultural events and says there is no way to 
expand the cultural work right now, because of a lack of financial support by the city. C2 says 
that 20 years ago the center shifted their focus on offering stages and rooms to professional art-
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ists which are subsidized, and on a more professionalized cultural operation. The local musician 
confirms that the opportunity to perform is not offered for semi-professional artists and ama-
teurs, at least not on a regular basis (A1). However, the space for amateur groups is still there to 
practice and perform on a small stage (C2). C2 makes it clear that in her work at an independent 
theater, a six-figure sum in institutional funding was provided for 150 performance days. In the 
center, with professionalized cultural operations, there is no funding provided for 150 perfor-
mance days.  

 

4.7.2 Implications for cultural participation & education 
Most centers, expect one MC, cover both “receiving” and “production” apsects of cultural par-
ticipation and education. CCs focus on providing spaces for minority groups but are constrained 
by financial means, often relying on project funding, which limits long-term cultural work. CCs 
might need to host commercial events to sustain operations. Cultural participation is con-
strained by financial means (M1,M2,C1,C2).  

MCs do receive stable income which could be helpful in planning cultural activities and the gen-
eral program (M1). The program and therefore the focus of cultural centers in MCs is more likely 
to be influenced by the managers, as the centers are relatively free in their program execution, 
and also no other controlling factor such as a board of directors or members have active partici-
pation power.MC2, however, lacks emphasis on cultural education and self-realization spaces 
for amateurs. 

 

5. Conclusions and discussion 
The actual research work contributes to the field of community-based initiatives, the work of 
sociocultural centers, and their different approaches to interactive governance. 

The analysis of two municipality-led (MC1, MC2) and two community-led (CC1, CC2) sociocul-
tural centers in Cologne revealed significant insights into how the relationship with the local 
government affects the sociocultural nature of the centers. 

Sociocultural centers have been undergoing changes in the past decades, affecting, in particu-
lar, their approaches to provide services. The investigated community-led sociocultural centers 
have undergone processes of rationalization and professionalization, making them heavily reli-
ant on professional employees and management (in line with e.g. Hwang and Powell (2009)). As 
a consequence, the CC managers experience an administrative burden when it comes to the 
use of third-party funds (in line with Vincent (2006)). 

Contrary to Smith et al. (1995), compliance and reporting requirements imposed by the local 
government do not appear to impair the strategic autonomy and level of decentralization of the 
centers. The managers (especially of the CCs) rather emphasize the level of freedom they have 
to allocate the budget provided by the local government and to realize their services. This corre-
sponds to the individual characteristics of the neighborhoods in which the centers operate. 

However, the MC centers face a high level of restrictions regarding their autonomy. Main re-
strictions arise from the regulatory environment in which MCs operate, impinging on their finan-
cial and personnel autonomy. The restrictions are partly entailed by the public administration, 
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characterized by high levels of bureaucracy as well as the fragmentation of responsibilities and 
regulations (in line with German public administration as seen in e.g. Kuhlmann et al. (2021)). 
CCs, on the other hand, are less restricted by regulations of the local government than by finan-
cial dependencies and constraints, partly affecting their financial and personnel autonomy. 

Regarding citizen participation and their grassroots & user orientation, the differences in the 
characters of MCs and CCs emerge, in line with literature on interactive governance (e.g. 
Edelenbos and van Meerkerk (2016b) Torfing (2012)). As can be seen in MCs, local governments 
appear to be hesitant to provide citizens with substantial and institutionalized participative 
power. Democratic elements such as the election of advisory boards exist but are restricted to 
their advisory nature. This means that the MC managers are to decide whether to act upon ad-
vice or not. Informal channels seem highly influential. The lack of institutionalized citizen partic-
ipation makes informal channels most influential for MCs, which also suggest a strong depend-
ency of citizen participation on leadership styles, especially in MCs. CCs, on the other hand, and 
in line with the literature on CBIs (e.g. Igalla et al. (2021)), enable citizens to shape the organiza-
tion and exert co-decision power, although the grassroots character seems to become some-
what “professionalized” with time and size. However, the financial restrictions, especially ex-
pressed through the administrative burden, are constraints to citizen participation in CCs. 

Both MCs and CCs have in common a focus on neighborhood-specific services rather than 
providing overall and unspecific services.  

The main goal of the sociocultural centers, whether MCs or CCs, is to provide cultural participa-
tion opportunities to the citizens. Apparently, there is no "goal displacement" as reported by 
Gonzales (2010). 

Differences between MCs and CCs are not only determined by the relationship with the local 
government. As could be observed in the MCs under consideration, the approach to cultural 
participation is strongly shaped by the management in place. CCs, in contrast, have different 
levels of control such as boards and members in place, which also contribute to the profile of 
the centers. Cultural participation and education seem to be influenced by financial means, 
especially the provision of stable income, which seems to be lacking in CCs. The relationship to 
the local government plays a crucial role for MCs to provide adequate income, for CCs in the 
lack of stable income. Furthermore, CCs are in need to offer more commercially focused cultur-
al events in order to fund cultural operations. However, the CC cultural participation and educa-
tion programs are not inferior to the MCs' programs. 

Collaboration and partnerships play a significant role in the functioning of these centers. Regu-
lar meetings between MCs and CCs facilitate professional exchange and service coordination. 
These meetings, held every six weeks, involve representatives from the centers as well as public 
officials and are crucial to promote the interests of the centers towards the municipal admin-
istration. Nevertheless, the center managers (from MCs or CCs likewise) perceive a lack of 
acknowledgement and too little support for sociocultural centers within the municipal admin-
istration. 

The financial implications for these centers are significant. CCs must manage fluctuating in-
come sources, including third-party funds, commercial operations, and room rentals, while MCs 
receive more stable, but often insufficient, municipal funding. This financial instability affects 
their ability to plan and sustain long-term cultural and educational programs. 

It may be concluded that the relationship to the local government comes with benefits and 
costs as stated in the literature review, with multiple impacts on the work of the sociocultural 
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centers. The four Bürgerhäuser under investigation show the key characteristics of sociocultural 
centers, but to different extents. All centers maintain the overarching characteristic of sociocul-
tural centers which can be found since the beginning in the 1970's: the will to provide services 
for citizens, include people regardless of their characteristics, and serve the neighborhood in 
which they are located. The centers provide proposals for people to connect and form friend-
ships, tasks which seem to be more and more important in times of conflict and populism. 

 

6. Recommendations 
There is a vast variety of concepts and dimensions which have been outlined, therefore the po-
tential for further research is broad. Based in this research design, a recommendation would be 
to broaden the regional scope and compare different centers of different regions to gain new 
insights on the different impacts on the nature of sociocultural centers. This could be for exam-
ple a comparison between the former Western and Eastern German states, or between German 
sociocultural centers and non-German cultural centers. This would be especially interesting in 
countries in which public administration is not as bureaucratic and based on Rechtsstaat as 
Germany (e.g. The Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark). Furthermore, the impact of leaderships 
styles has been investigated extensively, but seems to have a great impact on the values and key 
characteristics of these centers. It could also be an implication that the leaders background is 
decisive for the impact of the centers work. This is less surprising, but it might be worth to ex-
plore, how regulations and support could be modified to ensure individual management being 
less decisive on certain characteristics.   

  



 

32 
 

 

 

References 
Alte Feuerwache Köln (2021, March 12). Geschichte der Alten Feuerwache Köln. Retrie-

ved from https://altefeuerwachekoeln.de/geschichte/ 

Alte Feuerwache Köln (2024). Satzung Buergerzentrum Alte Feuerwache e.V. Retrieved 
from https://altefeuerwachekoeln.de/wp-
content/uploads/2024/06/2024_Satzung_Buergerzentrum-Alte-Feuerwache-e.V.pdf 

Anheier, H. K., Toepler, S., & Wojciech Sokolowski, S. (1997). The implications of gov-
ernment funding for non‐profit organizations: Three propositions. International Jour-
nal of Public Sector Management, 10(3), 190–213. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/09513559710166057 

Arnstein, S. R. (1969). A Ladder Of Citizen Participation. Journal of the American Institute 
of Planners, 35(4), 216–224. https://doi.org/10.1080/01944366908977225 

Bach, T. (2014). The autonomy of government agencies in Germany and Norway: ex-
plaining variation in management autonomy across countries and agencies. Interna-
tional Review of Administrative Sciences, 80(2), 341–361. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0020852313514527 

Bailey, N. (2012). The role, organisation and contribution of community enterprise to 
urban regeneration policy in the UK. Progress in Planning, 77(1), 1–35. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.progress.2011.11.001 

Beierle, T. C. (1999). USING SOCIAL GOALS TO EVALUATE PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN 
ENVIRONMENTAL DECISIONS. Review of Policy Research, 16(3-4), 75–103. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1541-1338.1999.tb00879.x 

Berg, B. L., & Lune, H. (2017). Qualitative research methods for the social sciences 
(Ninth edition). Books a la carte. New York, NY: Pearson.  

Boonstra, B., & Boelens, L. (2011). Self-organization in urban development: towards a 
new perspective on spatial planning. Urban Research & Practice, 4(2), 99–122. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17535069.2011.579767 

Boris, E. T., & Steuerle, C. E. (2006). Nonprofits & government: Collaboration & conflict 
(2. ed.). Washington, DC: Urban Inst. Press.  

Borstel, H.‐J. von (2015). Entwicklung soziokultureller Einrichtungen in Deutschland. In 
R. Freericks & D. Brinkmann (Eds.), Handbuch Freizeitsoziologie (pp. 571–586). Wies-
baden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-658-01520-
6_23 

Bundesverband Soziokultur e.V. (2019). Satzung - Bundesverband Soziokultur e.V. 



 

33 
 

Bundesverband Soziokultur e.V. (2023, September 4). Geschichte der Soziokultur - Bun-
desverband Soziokultur e.V. Retrieved from https://soziokultur.de/bundesverband-
soziokultur-definiert-was-ist-soziokultur/geschichte/ 

Bürgerhaus Stollwerck (2024a, July 20). Kölner Elf. Retrieved from 
https://www.buergerhaus-stollwerck.de/34.html 

Bürgerhaus Stollwerck (2024b, July 28). Konzert. Retrieved from 
https://www.buergerhaus-stollwerck.de/21.html 

Chavesc, M., Stephens, L., & Galaskiewicz, J. (2004). Does Government Funding Sup-
press Nonprofits' Political Activity? American Sociological Review, 69(2), 292–316. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240406900207 

Corburn, J. (2003). Bringing Local Knowledge into Environmental Decision Making. Jour-
nal of Planning Education and Research, 22(4), 420–433. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0739456X03022004008 

Díaz-Cayeros, A., Magaloni, B., & Ruiz-Euler, A. (2014). Traditional Governance, Citizen 
Engagement, and Local Public Goods: Evidence from Mexico. World Development, 
53, 80–93. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2013.01.008 

DiMaggio, P. J., & Anheier, H. K. (1990). The Sociology of Nonprofit Organizations and 
Sectors. Annual Review of Sociology, 16(1), 137–159. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.so.16.080190.001033 

Edelenbos, J. (2005). Institutional Implications of Interactive Governance: Insights from 
Dutch Practice. Governance, 18(1), 111–134. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-
0491.2004.00268.x 

Edelenbos, J., & Klijn, E.‐H. (2006). Managing Stakeholder Involvement in Decision Mak-
ing: A Comparative Analysis of Six Interactive Processes in the Netherlands. Journal of 
Public Administration Research and Theory, 16(3), 417–446. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/mui049 

Edelenbos, J., & van Meerkerk, I. (Eds.) (2016a). Critical reflections on interactive gov-
ernance: Self-organisation and participation in public governance. Northampton, MA: 
Edward Elgar Pub.  

Edelenbos, J., & van Meerkerk, I. (2016b). Introduction: Three reflecting perspectives on 
interactive governance. In J. Edelenbos & I. van Meerkerk (Eds.), Critical reflections on 
interactive governance: Self-organisation and participation in public governance. 
Northampton, MA: Edward Elgar Pub. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781783479078.00006 

Edelenbos, J., van Meerkerk, I., & Koppenjan, J. (2017). The challenge of innovating poli-
tics in community self-organization: the case of Broekpolder. Public Management Re-
view, 19(1), 55–73. https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2016.1200663 

Edelenbos, J., van Schie, N., & Gerrits, L. (2010). Organizing interfaces between govern-
ment institutions and interactive governance. Policy Sciences, 43(1), 73–94. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11077-009-9086-2 



 

34 
 

Ermert, K. (2009, July 23). Was ist kultuelle Bildung? Bundeszentrale Für Politische Bil-
dung. Retrieved from https://www.bpb.de/lernen/kulturelle-bildung/59910/was-ist-
kulturelle-bildung/ 

Flick, U. (2007). Designing qualitative research. The Sage qualitative research kit / ed. by 
Uwe Flick: Pt. 1. Los Angeles: Sage.  

Froelich, K. A. (1999). Diversification of Revenue Strategies: Evolving Resource Depend-
ence in Nonprofit Organizations. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 28(3), 
246–268. https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764099283002 

Gazley, B. (2008). Beyond the Contract: The Scope and Nature of Informal Government–
Nonprofit Partnerships. Public Administration Review, 68(1), 141–154. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-6210.2007.00844.x 

Geuijen, K., Moore, M., Cederquist, A., Ronning, R., & van Twist, M. (2017). Creating pub-
lic value in global wicked problems. Public Management Review, 19(5), 621–639. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2016.1192163 

Gläser, J., & Laudel, G. (2009). Experteninterviews und qualitative Inhaltsanalyse als In-
strumente rekonstruierender Untersuchungen (3., überarb. Aufl.). Lehrbuch. Wiesba-
den: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.  

Gonzales, V. A. (2010). A different kind of social enterprise: Social cooperatives and the 
development of civic capital in Italy. Community Development, 41(1), 50–75. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/15575330903359598 

Guo, C., & Acar, M. (2005). Understanding Collaboration Among Nonprofit Organiza-
tions: Combining Resource Dependency, Institutional, and Network Perspectives. 
Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 34(3), 340–361. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764005275411 

Healey, P. (2015). Citizen-generated local development initiative: Recent English experi-
ence. International Journal of Urban Sciences, 19(2), 109–118. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/12265934.2014.989892 

Hwang, H., & Powell, W. W. (2009). The Rationalization of Charity: The Influences of Pro-
fessionalism in the Nonprofit Sector. Administrative Science Quarterly, 54(2), 268–
298. https://doi.org/10.2189/asqu.2009.54.2.268 

Igalla, M., Edelenbos, J., & van Meerkerk, I. (2019). Citizens in Action, What Do They Ac-
complish? A Systematic Literature Review of Citizen Initiatives, Their Main Character-
istics, Outcomes, and Factors. VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and 
Nonprofit Organizations, 30(5), 1176–1194. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11266-019-
00129-0 

Igalla, M., Edelenbos, J., & van Meerkerk, I. (2020). What explains the performance of 
community-based initiatives? Testing the impact of leadership, social capital, organi-
zational capacity, and government support. Public Management Review, 22(4), 602–
632. https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2019.1604796 



 

35 
 

Igalla, M., Edelenbos, J., & van Meerkerk, I. (2021). Institutionalization or interaction: 
Which organizational factors help community‐based initiatives acquire government 
support? Public Administration, 99(4), 803–831. https://doi.org/10.1111/padm.12728 

Knoblich, T. (2001). Das Prinzip Soziokultur–Geschichte und Perspektiven. Aus Politik 
Und Zeitgeschichte, 2001(11), 7–14. Retrieved from 
http://www.bpb.de/system/files/pdf/8nfzch.pdf 

Knoblich, T. J. (2007, January 3). Soziokultur und kulturelle Bildung. Bundeszentrale Für 
Politische Bildung. Retrieved from https://www.bpb.de/lernen/kulturelle-
bildung/60034/soziokultur-und-kulturelle-bildung/ 

Knott, E., Rao, A. H., Summers, K., & Teeger, C. (2022). Interviews in the social sciences. 
Nature Reviews Methods Primers, 2(1). https://doi.org/10.1038/s43586-022-00150-6 

Kölner Elf (n.d.). Imagebroschuere Kölner Elf. 

Kölner Elf (2023, August 28). Die Bürgerzentren. Retrieved from https://koelnerelf.de/die-
buergerzentren/ 

Kuhlmann, S., Proeller, I., Schimanke, D., & Ziekow, J. (2021). German Public Administra-
tion: Background and Key Issues. In S. Kuhlmann, I. Proeller, D. Schimanke, & J. 
Ziekow (Eds.), Governance and public management. Public administration in Germa-
ny (pp. 1–13). Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-
030-53697-8_1 

KuLaDig. Areal der Stollwerckbesetzung 1980. KuLaDig, Kultur.Landschaft.Digital. Ret-
rieved from https://www.kuladig.de/Objektansicht/KLD-290328 

Marwell, N. P. (2004). Privatizing the Welfare State: Nonprofit Community-Based Organi-
zations as Political Actors. American Sociological Review, 69(2), 265–291. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240406900206 

Mayring, P. (2015). Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse: Grundlagen und Techniken (12., überar-
beitete Auflage). Beltz Pädagogik. Weinheim, Basel: Beltz. Retrieved from 
http://content-select.com/index.php?id=bib_view&ean=9783407293930  

Meyer, J. W., & Rowan, B. (1977). Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as 
Myth and Ceremony. American Journal of Sociology, 83(2), 340–363. Retrieved from 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2778293 

Michels, A., & Graaf, L. de (2010). Examining Citizen Participation: Local Participatory 
Policy Making and Democracy. Local Government Studies, 36(4), 477–491. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03003930.2010.494101 

Nederhand, J. (2021). Evaluating the Role of Government Collaboration in the Perceived 
Performance of Community-Based Nonprofits: Three Propositions. Journal of Public 
Administration Research and Theory, 31(4), 634–652. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muaa059 

Oxford English Dictionary (2023). democracy, n. Oxford University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/2079907239 



 

36 
 

Pateman, C. (2012). Participatory Democracy Revisited. Perspectives on Politics, 10(1), 
7–19. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1537592711004877 

Peters, B. G. (2018). The politics of bureaucracy: An introduction to comparative public 
administration (Seventh Edition). New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group.  

Quäker Nachbarschaftsheim e.V. (2018). Über uns. Retrieved from 
https://www.quaeker-nbh.de/ueber-uns/ 

Rainey, H. G., Backoff, R. W., & Levine, C. H. (1976). Comparing Public and Private Or-
ganizations. Public Administration Review, 36(2), 233. https://doi.org/10.2307/975145 

Salamon, L. M. (1987). Of Market Failure, Voluntary Failure, and Third-Party Government: 
Toward a Theory of Government-Nonprofit Relations in the Modern Welfare State. 
Journal of Voluntary Action Research, 16(1-2), 29–49. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/089976408701600104 

Seawright, J., & Gerring, J. (2008). Case Selection Techniques in Case Study Research. 
Political Research Quarterly, 61(2), 294–308. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1065912907313077 

Smith, S., Lipsky, M., & Young, D. R. (1995). Nonprofits for Hire: The Welfare State in the 
Age of Contracting. The Social Service Review, 69(2), 362. 

Sommermann, K.‐P. (2021). Constitutional State and Public Administration. In S. 
Kuhlmann, I. Proeller, D. Schimanke, & J. Ziekow (Eds.), Governance and public man-
agement. Public administration in Germany (pp. 17–33). Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave 
Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-53697-8_2 

Stadt Köln (2007). Rahmenkonzept Kölner Bürgerhäuser und Bürgerzentren. 

Stadt Köln (2023a, March 29). Freiwillige Aufgaben. Retrieved from https://www.stadt-
koeln.de/politik-und-verwaltung/finanzen/freiwillige-aufgaben 

Stadt Köln (2023b, August 23). Bürgerhäuser und Bürgerzentren. Retrieved from 
https://www.stadt-koeln.de/artikel/07777/index.html 

Stadt Köln (2024, February 6). Sozialraumgebiete in Köln. Retrieved from 
https://www.stadt-koeln.de/artikel/02195/index.html 

Statistisches Bundesamt (2020). Bildung und Kultur - Spartenbericht Soziokultur und 
kulturelle Bildung, 2020. 

Suarez, D. F. (2011). Collaboration and Professionalization: The Contours of Public Sec-
tor Funding for Nonprofit Organizations. Journal of Public Administration Research 
and Theory, 21(2), 307–326. https://doi.org/10.1093/jpart/muq049 

Teasdale, S. (2012). What’s in a Name? Making Sense of Social Enterprise Discourses. 
Public Policy and Administration, 27(2), 99–119. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0952076711401466 

Torfing, J. (2012). Interactive governance: Advancing the paradigm. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199596751.001.0001 



 

37 
 

Unterrainer, C., Palgi, M., Weber, W. G., Iwanowa, A., & Oesterreich, R. (2011). Structur-
ally Anchored Organizational Democracy. Journal of Personnel Psychology, 10(3), 
118–132. https://doi.org/10.1027/1866-5888/a000038 

Vincent, F. (2006). NGOs, Social Movements, External Funding and Dependency. Devel-
opment, 49(2), 22–28. https://doi.org/10.1057/palgrave.development.1100253 

Voorberg, W., Bekkers, V., Timeus, K., Tonurist, P., & Tummers, L. (2017). Changing public 
service delivery: learning in co-creation. Policy and Society, 36(2), 178–194. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14494035.2017.1323711 

Wagner, B. (2021, December 7). Soziokultur West - Soziokultur Ost. Bundeszentrale Für 
Politische Bildung. Retrieved from 
https://www.bpb.de/shop/zeitschriften/apuz/26393/soziokultur-west-soziokultur-ost/ 

Walker, E. T., & McCarthy, J. D. (2010). Legitimacy, Strategy, and Resources in the Surviv-
al of Community-Based Organizations. Social Problems, 57(3), 315–340. 
https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2010.57.3.315 

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications : Design and methods (6th edi-
tion). Los Angeles: Sage.  

 



 

IX 
 

Appendix 

Appendix 1: Interview guide 
The interview guide was in manner of the “flexible, iterative, and continuous” approach followed 
in this research, revised and supplemented, during and in between interviews, in order to 
achieve the best possible outcomes (Flick, 2007). To achieve best possible flexibility, example 
follow up questions have been added complementing some interview questions. 

The questions have been asked in German and have been translated to English for the purpose 
of this research. 

Introduction & Context 

1. Can you describe your role in the socio-cultural center and how long you have been in-
volved? a) What did you do before this? 

2. Could you tell me about the history and mission of your socio-cultural center? 

Goals  

3.  What are the tasks and goals of the center (and who sets them)? Are many of these de-
termined by the city?  

a)  Framework concept. Is everything implemented from it? 

Cultural Participation & Education  

4. Can you describe the cultural activities and educational programs your center offers? 
How many programs do you offer? 

1. Where do you place your emphasis? 
2. How is the framework concept implemented?  
3. How many visitors do you have?  
4. Are citizens involved in the implementation and execution of the programs? 

Organizational Structure, Self-Administration & Democratic Decision-Making  

5. What does the organizational structure look like in [community center xy]? What does 
the decision-making process in your center look like? You lead the center, who else 
makes decisions?  

1. How many people work in the center? How many full-time employees and how 
many volunteers?  

2. How are decisions about resource allocation made in the center? 

6. To what extent are citizens involved in shaping the agenda? a)  

1. Are there democratic decision-making processes in which members and users 
can participate? 

2. How does the community influence the shaping of this structure? 

7. How are the needs and interests of the local community identified? 

Funding & Relationship with the City Administration  

8.  How is your center funded? 



 

X 
 

1. Are the funds tied to specific tasks that you must fulfill? 

9. Do you receive any additional financial or non-financial support from the city? Can you 
provide concrete examples? 

10. How does this support affect the goals, operations, and programs of your center? 

11. Do you feel independent in decision-making?  

1. How does this compare to other centers? 

12. Reflecting on your experiences, how do you think the city's support could be improved to 
better support your center and its mission? 

  



 

XI 
 

Appendix 2: Category system 
Also this category system was subject to an iterative and abductive research approach. Rather 
than taking fixed categories/ codes, and be prone to rigidity, the category systems have been left 
open and redefined with every interview transcribed. This is the initial category system.  

 
Table 3: Category system 
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