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Abstract 
This ar(cle examines the contemporary design of arts centres in Australia, exploring the evolving influences, 
strategic direc(ons, and impact on audience engagement. It highlights how modern arts centres transcend 
their tradi(onal roles to become vibrant cultural hubs that integrate community interac(on, par(cipatory 
design, and innova(ve technologies. The discussion highlights the role of flexible, mul(-func(onal spaces, 
informal and inclusive environments, and the incorpora(on of Indigenous art and storytelling as cri(cal 
factors in crea(ng culturally rich and engaging venues. Examples such as the Sydney Modern Project and 
Brisbane Powerhouse illustrate how arts centres are adap(ng to the changing expecta(ons of younger and 
diverse audiences by fostering collabora(on and inclusivity. Furthermore, the strategic use of digital 
technologies, such as projec(on mapping and interac(ve installa(ons, demonstrates how arts centres can 
appeal to new demographics and enhance visitor experiences. By balancing tradi(on with innova(on, 
contemporary Australian arts centres are posi(oned as essen(al connectors within the cultural landscape, 
ensuring their relevance in a dynamic and increasingly par(cipatory cultural environment. 
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Introduc.on 
Arts centres in Australia have consistently played a pivotal role in cultural innova(on and community 
engagement, reflec(ng the evolving dynamics of ar(s(c expression and audience interac(on. Over the 
years, these venues have transformed into architectural and cultural landmarks, embracing contemporary 
design to meet the changing needs of ar(sts and audiences alike. The focus on crea(ng spaces that foster 
par(cipa(on, interac(on, and inclusivity underscores their importance as vibrant hubs for community and 
crea(vity (Radbourne et al., 2009; Walmsley, 2019). 
 
Modern arts centres are more than performance venues—they are plaWorms that integrate cuXng-edge 
architectural vision with func(onal and experien(al design. These spaces merge tradi(onal ar(s(c 
elements with innova(ve approaches, fostering deeper engagement and accessibility. For example, the 
emphasis on collabora(ve environments and mul(-func(onal spaces aligns with audience desires for 
par(cipatory cultural experiences (Barker, 2013; Walmsley, 2016). The strategic use of digital tools further 
enhances these venues, crea(ng immersive experiences that appeal to diverse demographics, par(cularly 
younger audiences (Burland & Pi\s, 2014; Pi\s & Gross, 2017). 
 
The design of arts centres draws from various influences, including cultural heritage, global trends in 
architecture, and the need for opera(onal flexibility. This balance between tradi(on and innova(on enables 
these venues to act as both ar(s(c showcases and community spaces (Radbourne et al., 2013). As arts 
centres con(nue to evolve, new strategic direc(ons focus on enhancing audience par(cipa(on, digital 
integra(on, and inclusivity, ensuring their relevance in a dynamic cultural landscape (Walmsley, 2018). 
This ar(cle explores the contemporary design of arts centres in Australia, analysing their influences, 
strategic direc(ons, and impact on audience engagement, with an emphasis on the role these venues play 
as cultural connectors in society. 
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Influences on contemporary design in arts centres 
Contemporary design in arts centres is shaped by a blend of global architectural trends, cultural iden(ty, 
and the evolving needs of arts organisa(ons. Barker (2006) highlights that audience expecta(ons have 
shiaed toward par(cipatory and immersive experiences. Modern audiences value spaces that encourage 
social interac(on and collec(ve engagement, pushing arts centres to adopt open, fluid layouts. The balance 
between tradi(onal grandeur and contemporary needs remains a vital considera(on in their design. 
 
A significant example of flexible, mul(-func(onal design can be seen in the redevelopment of the Sydney 
Opera House’s Joan Sutherland Theatre. The upgrades incorporated innova(ve staging and sea(ng systems 
to support a wide variety of performances, ranging from opera(c produc(ons to contemporary dance and 
community-focused programming (Burland & Pi\s, 2010). This design priori(ses both acous(c excellence 
and adaptability, allowing the venue to meet the needs of ar(sts and audiences alike. 
 
Furthermore, the integra(on of mul(-purpose spaces at Queensland’s Brisbane Powerhouse demonstrates 
how flexible design enhances engagement. Originally a power sta(on, the space has been transformed into 
a dynamic cultural hub with areas for formal performances, exhibi(ons, and informal gatherings. This 
adaptability fosters audience interac(on across diverse programming, from large-scale fes(vals to in(mate 
workshops (Walmsley, 2018). Burland and Pi\s (2010) argue that such adaptability in venue design 
encourages diverse programming, facilita(ng deeper audience engagement by bridging formal 
performances with social experiences. 
 
The integra(on of local cultural narra(ves, par(cularly those rooted in Indigenous art and storytelling, is a 
vital aspect of contemporary arts centre design. Such integra(on enables venues to serve as custodians of 
cultural heritage while crea(ng meaningful and engaging visitor experiences. According to Vargo et al. 
(2008), value co-crea(on in service-oriented spaces hinges on how effec(vely they reflect the cultural and 
emo(onal needs of their audiences. By embedding Indigenous art forms and narra(ves, arts centres 
provide a “servicescape” (Bitner, 1992) that fosters emo(onal connec(ons and amplifies the authen(city 
of visitor interac(ons. 
 
Bunjil Place in Narre Warren, Victoria is an example of how Indigenous art and narra(ves can inform the 
architectural design of a contemporary arts centre. Inspired by the story of Bunjil, the eagle creator spirit 
in Aboriginal mythology, the design incorporates curved, flowing forms and natural materials that echo 
cultural themes. The concept of co-crea(on (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004) is central to the successful 
integra(on of these narra(ves. Through collabora(ons with Indigenous ar(sts and communi(es, arts 
centres not only honour cultural tradi(ons but also ensure the representa(on is dynamic and relevant to 
contemporary audiences. This aligns with Gilmore and Pine’s (2002) differen(a(on of experiences from 
mere services, underlining the role of authen(c storytelling in crea(ng memorable and transforma(ve 
engagements. 
 
Bitner et al. (2008) highlight the role of physical design in shaping customer percep(ons. In the context of 
arts centres, incorpora(ng Indigenous mo(fs and storytelling elements into architectural features can 
significantly enhance the sense of place and belonging, resona(ng with both local communi(es and 
tourists. These prac(ces not only celebrate cultural iden(ty but also posi(on arts centres as inclusive spaces 
that invite diverse audiences to par(cipate in shared cultural experiences. 
 
The incorpora(on of digital technologies is also a key factor in contemporary design. Venues increasingly 
accommodate immersive digital experiences, such as projec(on mapping or augmented reality 
installa(ons, which have been highly effec(ve in a\rac(ng younger audiences (Turner & White, 2020). 
Adamou et al. (2019) emphasize the importance of crea(ng spaces that foster shared experiences through 
digital enhancements, such as interac(ve installa(ons and accessible informa(on plaWorms. These 
technologies transform tradi(onal arts centres into dynamic hubs that integrate physical and digital 
interac(ons. 
 

http://sydneyoperahouse.com/
http://sydneyoperahouse.com/
http://brisbanepowerhouse.org/
https://www.bunjilplace.com.au/


 
 
 

Hawkridge Entertainment Services 
Specialist consultants in the Arts, entertainment, sports and venue industries  
Sydney | Melbourne | Perth   

 
Behr (2017) underscores the role of design in shaping audience percep(on, arguing that overly formal 
spaces may alienate younger and first-(me visitors by crea(ng an in(mida(ng or uninvi(ng atmosphere. 
Formality in architectural design, while oaen associated with pres(ge and cultural gravitas, can 
uninten(onally signal exclusivity, deterring those who may not feel aligned with tradi(onal percep(ons of 
high culture. Younger audiences, in par(cular, tend to seek out environments that are accessible, informal, 
and inclusive—quali(es that resonate more with their cultural and social expecta(ons. 
 
The rigidity of formal design can also reinforce pre-exis(ng stereotypes about arts centres being elite 
spaces, a factor that alienates poten(al audiences who are not familiar with such environments. For 
instance, spaces that comprise grandiose foyers, strict sea(ng arrangements, or ceremonial atmospheres 
may inadvertently create barriers to par(cipa(on. Vargo et al. (2008) suggest that value crea(on in cultural 
spaces is increasingly (ed to how well the environment fosters comfort and par(cipa(on, making the 
audience feel at ease and included. 
 
Conversely, arts centres that incorporate flexible, open, and welcoming designs are more likely to foster 
engagement with younger and first-(me a\endees. HOTA (Home of the Arts) in the Gold Coast, Queensland 
has a design that incorporates flexible indoor and outdoor spaces that blend seamlessly with the natural 
surroundings. The precinct includes a green lawn amphitheatre and casual public areas alongside formal 
performance venues, crea(ng a balance of structured and informal spaces that resonate with a younger 
demographic. 
 
This approach aligns with Burland and Pi\s’ (2010) asser(on that adaptable spaces encourage diverse 
audience engagement by accommoda(ng both tradi(onal performances and less formal, par(cipatory 
ac(vi(es. By priori(sing such inclusivity in design, arts centres can appeal to broader demographics and 
foster a more accessible and engaging cultural experience. 
 

The impact of contemporary design on audience engagement 
Contemporary design has a profound impact on how audiences engage with arts centres. The design of 
foyers and entry points, in par(cular, plays a cri(cal role in shaping the ini(al experience. Research by Bailey 
(2020) highlights that grandiose spaces, while architecturally impressive, can oaen feel in(mida(ng or 
unwelcoming to younger audiences. In contrast, venues with smaller, more invi(ng spaces create a sense 
of belonging and encourage casual visits. 
 
Contemporary design directly impacts how audiences engage emo(onally with arts experiences. Egermann 
et al. (2011) explore how physical space influences collec(ve emo(onal responses, demonstra(ng that 
in(mate, acous(cally op(mised environments foster deeper connec(ons between performers and 
audiences. Similarly, Pi\s (2014) examines the role of audience mo(va(ons, no(ng that thoughWully 
designed venues enhance both the aesthe(c and social aspects of cultural par(cipa(on. 
 
Barker’s (2013) research on live streaming illustrates how digital technologies enhance accessibility, 
par(cularly for younger audiences accustomed to virtual experiences. This approach has been effec(vely 
implemented by arts centres that integrate live streaming capabili(es within their designs, broadening 
audience reach while preserving the communal aspects of live a\endance. 
 
Interac(ve and adaptable spaces also drive engagement. For instance, the incorpora(on of digital walls and 
touchscreens in the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia (MCA) provides visitors, par(cularly younger 
demographics, with opportuni(es for direct interac(on, transforming passive viewing into ac(ve 
par(cipa(on. Such spaces allow visitors to engage with exhibits on their own terms, fostering a stronger 
connec(on to the venue. 
 

http://hota.com.au/
http://mca.com.au/
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Another key factor in audience engagement is the integra(on of informal social spaces. Research shows 
that young people prefer venues where they can socialise, relax, and interact with others. The Queensland 
Art Gallery | Gallery of Modern Art (QAGOMA) achieves this by incorpora(ng cafes, open sea(ng areas, 
and flexible event spaces that facilitate social interac(on alongside ar(s(c explora(on. 
 

New strategic direc.ons in the design of arts centres 
New strategies in arts centre design are increasingly focused on crea(ng spaces that priori(se interac(on, 
collabora(on, and community engagement. Tradi(onal no(ons of formality are giving way to more inclusive 
and accessible environments that cater to evolving audience expecta(ons. Open foyers and public areas 
are being reimagined as versa(le gathering spaces that encourage visitors to linger, interact and par(cipate, 
blurring the boundaries between performance, exhibi(on and social engagement. 
 
The Art Gallery of New South Wales’ Sydney Modern Project demonstrates this shia. The design includes 
expansive, light-filled public spaces that invite explora(on, conversa(on, and ac(ve engagement. By 
integra(ng green spaces, outdoor terraces, and immersive gallery layouts, the project posi(ons the gallery 
not only as a site for viewing art but as a civic hub for dialogue and interac(on. This approach reflects the 
growing trend of arts centres serving as dynamic, mul(-func(onal venues that a\ract diverse audiences, 
rather than tradi(onal, passive art-viewing spaces (Walmsley, 2016). 
Another significant trend is the incorpora(on of interac(ve and immersive experiences through digital 
technologies. Venues such as The Lume Melbourne exemplify this with large-scale projec(on art 
installa(ons that envelop visitors in visually stunning and par(cipatory environments. Warmsley (2016) 
argues that the use of digital technologies to create engaging experiences such as the projec(on art 
installa(ons has proven par(cularly effec(ve in capturing the a\en(on of younger audiences. As Lin (2004) 
outlines, crea(ng “servicescapes” that evoke emo(onal and sensory responses is key to enhancing visitor 
sa(sfac(on and long-term engagement. 
 

Conclusion: The future of contemporary design in arts centres in Australia 
The evolu(on of arts centre design in Australia is increasingly characterised by its focus on accessibility, 
audience engagement, and cultural inclusivity. These centres have shiaed beyond their tradi(onal role as 
performance venues, emerging as community and cultural hubs and precincts that blend ar(s(c innova(on 
with social interac(on. By embedding flexible, mul(-func(onal spaces and integra(ng local cultural 
narra(ves, including Indigenous art and storytelling, contemporary arts centres foster deep connec(ons 
with diverse audiences (Bitner, 1992; Vargo et al., 2008). 
 
The future of arts centre design lies in its ability to foster inclusivity and innova(on. As Conner (2013) notes, 
the shia from passive spectatorship to ac(ve par(cipa(on has redefined the role of arts venues. 
Incorpora(ng feedback loops and co-crea(on opportuni(es into venue planning ensures that arts centres 
remain relevant to contemporary audiences, par(cularly younger demographics who seek interac(ve and 
collabora(ve cultural experiences. 
 
New strategic direc(ons priori(se open, informal designs and par(cipatory environments that a\ract 
younger audiences. Similarly, digital technologies such as projec(on mapping and augmented reality enable 
immersive experiences that engage audiences in innova(ve ways. These digital enhancements align with 
Lin’s (2004) framework of “servicescapes,” which highlights the importance of crea(ng sensory and 
emo(onal connec(ons for visitors. 
 
Design strategies are also shiaing toward dismantling barriers created by formality. Behr (2017) affirms that 
overly formal spaces can alienate first-(me and younger visitors, crea(ng a sense of exclusivity. Conversely, 
venues such as Brisbane Powerhouse embrace informal, adap(ve designs that facilitate a balance between 
performance, social interac(on, and community engagement (Walmsley, 2018). 
 

https://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/
https://www.qagoma.qld.gov.au/
https://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/sydney-modern-project/
https://www.thelumemelbourne.com/


 
 
 

Hawkridge Entertainment Services 
Specialist consultants in the Arts, entertainment, sports and venue industries  
Sydney | Melbourne | Perth   

As contemporary arts centres con(nue to evolve, their ability to balance architectural excellence with 
inclusivity posi(ons them as dynamic, relevant spaces for cultural par(cipa(on. By aligning with evolving 
audience expecta(ons and integra(ng elements of co-crea(on (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004), arts centres 
in Australia redefine their role as vibrant cultural connectors that celebrate heritage while embracing 
innova(on. 
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