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Abstract: In the city of Groningen, the Netherlands, the Innovation Lab for Arts 
in Care and Welfare is supporting and researching the communal venture 
towards a dementia friendly neighborhood in the Korreweg-borough. The arts 
and artists involved are contributing to this in various ways: creating 
opportunity for creativity and meaning in life, facilitating personal and social 
encounters, and functioning as catalysts of change. In this urban context, 
researcher dr Saskia van de Ree explores the co-creative foundation of a series 
of cross discipline and cross domains art projects. 
 
 

Introduction 
Creating a dementia friendly neighborhood is not only the concern of people 
living with dementia and their formal and informal care givers. Generally, a 
dementia friendly neighborhood venture is a communal, inclusive and 
reciprocal exercise, engaging all, living and working in that neighborhood.  

Mirroring the participatory, creative process of participatory art projects to the 
public ambition of the dementia friendly neighborhood and its 
implementation, this explorative study searches for a methodological 
fundament of the co-creative process of dementia art projects. It asks: what are 
the fundaments of co-creation, be it an art project or other communal initiative, 
as a collaborative dementia friendly venture in a neighborhood context? 
Further questions include: 
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• What diverse images of reciprocity, project value and process value 
emerge regarding these projects from a multi-stakeholder 
perspective? 

• How are neighborhood and organizational contexts reflected in the 
co-creative process? 

• How does the collaborative creative process mirror the dementia 
friendly aspirations in the wider neighborhood context? 

• How to implement the learnings and experiences from a cross 
domain practice in the vocational training of (future) art, care and 
welfare practitioners? 

Literature review 
A literature review into art and dementia projects is being conducted, revealing 
how a singular focus on the impact of art projects on primary subjects (people 
living with dementia) fails to observe the collective, reciprocal character and its 
benefits to everyone involved (care givers, spouses, friends, family members 
and volunteers). The review is providing a theoretical framework and indicators 
which help to describe the co-creative process of dementia art projects from 
the collective perspective of all participants and stakeholders, both persons 
and organizations.   

Theoretic framework 
Reflecting on people living with dementia and their role in the co-creative 
process, the research draws on the phenomenological based Personhood 
Theory of Dementia by Thomas Kitwood (1998) and followers (e.g. Hughes, 
Louw, Sabat, Innes, Leibing and Cohen). Theirs is a human, non-medical 
approach to dementia, focusing on embodiment and social aspects. According 
to Swinnen (2016) ‘personhood theory has become the theoretical foundation 
of the implementation of cultural arts interventions in the development of 
person-centred care and dementia friendly communities.’ Examples of which 
are the arts-based research by e.g. Basting, Killick, Kontos, de Medeiros, 
Sherrat, Swinnen and Twigg.  

Also Anne-Mei Thei’s critical theory on the social dimension of dementia and 
Droës and Finnema on emotion centered care are consulted, supporting the 
collaborative and communal aspects of the co-creative process (The, 2016, 
2017;  Droës and Finnema, 1998, 2002, 2005).  

Both organisational co-creation theory (Vargo and Lusch) and community and 
participatory art theory (Renshaw, Van Erven) are drawn on, to describe the 
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dynamics of the co-creative process. Economic and organisational theory 
provide a multi-value perspective on co-creation (Michael Porter and Jan 
Jonker).  

Dementia Experience Meetings 
This year, the next step following the preliminary literature review will be a 
period of participatory action research into the co-creative process of a series 
of six Dementia Experience Meetings in 2018/2019.  

A team of citizens, artists and healthy ageing students will program six public 
meetings in which personal experiences of living and working with dementia 
are shared. Participants are members of the public, care workers, students, 
people with dementia, friends and relatives. Each meeting personal 
experiences from one art project, one civic project and the so called Dementia 
Relay Project are shared. The concept includes a Dementia Experience Walk, 
sharing experiences two by two while walking the neighborhood. The 
arts/artists have a catalyst function in these meetings, connecting people and 
facilitating an open, creative and imaginative approach.  

Innovation Lab Arts in Care and Society 
This study into co-creation is part of the Innovation Lab Arts in Care and 
Society. As from September 2018 the Innovation Lab will collect the work of 
researchers  and practitioners in the field of the arts, care and welfare, 
connected to the Dementia Friendly Neighborhood. From the arts (curator dr 
Anke Coumans of Lectorate Image in Context, Minerva Academy) and sciences 
(Social Geography Department, University of Groningen, University of 
Humanistic Studies Utrecht) researchers will be mutually connecting applied 
research and science approaches and research findings, joining each other in 
action research and supporting the dementia friendly venture.  

The Lab is drawing from grass root experiences and insights from concrete 
cultural interventions involving artists, art students, people with dementia, 
formal and informal caregivers and their neighbors in a developing dementia 
friendly neighborhood.  The Lab investigates how cross arts and cross domains 
learning and working can support the social design of a dementia friendly 
environment and how this is best facilitated.  

The community of practice is connected to vocational training and research 
practices. The project aims to provide tools, learnings and fundaments for 
cross domain learning and working between the arts, care and welfare. 
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Students and professors from these domains are collaboratively involved in 
cultural and neighborhood interventions, developing as reflective practitioners 
in a cross domain, cross discipline setting. 
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