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What does sustainability mean  
in a corporate museum? Learning 
from CUBO, Museo di Impresa  
del Gruppo Unipol

Eleonora Carloni* 

Abstract

Corporate museums lay at the crossroad between business and cultural heritage. In 
academia they have been mainly studied as strategic assets which managers use with a 
means-end logic. Limited attention has been given to their social role, that of being a po-
tential leverage in corporate sustainability agenda and, more importantly, at the service 
of society’s sustainable development. The present study aims to fill this knowledge gap by 
exploring how sustainability is framed and measured in a corporate museum. A collabo-
rative action research project with CUBO, Museo d’impresa del Gruppo Unipol, led to the 
development of a performance measurement system to assess the museum’s sustainability 
performance, which takes on an exquisite social connotation, from which practitioners of 
this sector could take inspiration for future implementations. 

I musei d’impresa vivono a cavallo tra il mondo delle aziende e il mondo dei beni cultu-
rali. In accademia, sono per lo più studiati come asset strategici che i manager utilizzano 
con una logica utilitaristica. Risulta invece poco studiato il loro ruolo per il sociale, sia 
come potenziali leve delle strategie di sostenibilità delle aziende, sia come attori al servizio 
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della collettività e del suo sviluppo sostenibile. L’articolo si chiede dunque come venga 
definita e misurata la sostenibilità in un museo d’impresa. Un progetto in collaborazione 
con CUBO, Museo d’impresa del Gruppo Unipol, ha portato allo sviluppo di un sistema 
di misurazione della performance di sostenibilità del museo, che assume una connotazione 
squisitamente sociale, da cui gli operatori del settore potranno trarre ispirazione per future 
implementazioni. 

1.  Introduction

Corporate museums (here after, CMs) are corporate facilities with a col-
lection of artefacts displayed in a museum like setting that communicates the 
history and/or interests of a company to employees, customers, and/or the 
public1. Even though CMs are said to twist between business and cultural her-
itage2, in academia they have been mainly studied as strategic assets3, which 
managers use with means end logic for innovation4, identity5, and marketing6. 
Instead, limited attention has been paid to the social side of CMs7, that is, 
museums being at the service of society. Despite their performance going be-
yond the company and towards external stakeholders8, the how CMs could 
enter the practices of corporate sustainability (i.e., the commitment to protect 
the environmental and social resources while pursuing business operations, 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs9), is far from being fully explored10. This missing link between CMs 
and sustainability performance is also found in museum management studies, 
where scholars have investigated how more traditional museums understand 
and measure their sustainability performance11 while overlooking the context 
of CMs. However, previous contributions on traditional museums and sus-
tainability measurement are not fully and easily transferrable to CMs due to 
their different management style (i.e., owned and run by a company), which 
is known to drive «the degree in which museums contribute to the sustainable 

1  Danilov 1992.
2  Piatkowska 2014.
3  Nissley, Casey 2002.
4  Iannone 2020.
5  Ravasi et al. 2019.
6  Pulh et al. 2019.
7  Bonti 2014.
8  Carloni et al. 2023.
9  Derqui 2020; Dyllick, Hockerts 2002; Kantabutra, Ketprapakorn 2020.
10  Bzdak 2022.
11  Borin 2023; Cerquetti, Montella 2021; Pop et al. 2024.
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development»12, and so how sustainability is understood and ultimately as-
sessed.

With the intention to contribute to the debate on sustainability measure-
ment in museums and to the knowledge on CMs and corporate investments 
in the arts, this paper investigates how sustainability is framed and measured 
in a CM. 

Empirically, the paper relies on action research13 on a project between the 
Observatory for Digital Innovation in Culture of Politecnico di Milano and 
an Italian CM, named CUBO, Museo d’impresa del Gruppo Unipol (hereaf-
ter @CUBOUNIPOL), affiliated to a company operating in the financial and 
insurance sector. The project consisted in developing a performance measure-
ment system (here after, PMS) for assessing the museum’s sustainability per-
formance over its 10 years life.

The developed PMS for sustainability measurement at @CUBOUNIPOL 
counts six faces, where each face is linked to a category of stakeholders towards 
which the CM creates value: Heritage, Territory, Cultural actors, Schools and 
citizenship, Cultural audience, Corporation. Each of the six faces counts sever-
al subdimensions of sustainability for a CM, for a total of 23 subdimensions. 
Each of the 23 subdimensions comes with a key performance indicator, along 
with the addressed Sustainable Development Goals by the United Nations, a 
taxonomy used both in business and cultural contexts, and a reference to the 
UNESCO’s Thematic Indicators for Culture in the Agenda 2030.

The paper presents two academic contributions. First, the paper contributes 
to the knowledge on sustainability measurement in museums, and it shows 
that sustainability in CMs emerges predominantly in its social dimension, 
compared to more traditional museums where environmental and economic 
dimensions are usually included. The paper then discusses the nuances that 
the concept of sustainability takes in CMs considering their high variety14. 
Second, the paper contributes to the knowledge on corporate museums and 
proposes the idea of sustainability as “the just balance” for CMs. When CMs 
pursue their sustainability performance, they lay in the middle of their dual 
nature: they work at the service of their company, entering the sustainability 
practices for companies; they work at the service of society, elevating their 
nature on pair of other museums. 

The rest of the paper is staged in four sections: Literature review, Methods, 
Findings, and Discussion and Conclusions. 

12  Pop, Borza 2015, p. 122.
13  Reason, Bradbury 2001.
14  Negri 2024.
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2.  Literature review

The panorama of CMs is highly fragmented, and a variety of CMs’ arche-
types exist. For instance, the subject of the collection in CMs varies consistent-
ly, ranging from the history of the company, the brand, the founder, a specific 
product, or the entire industrial sector15, and this variance is reflected in CMs’ 
role. CMs on the history of the brand or a specific product are more likely con-
ceived for marketing purposes, and they mainly refer to brand enthusiasts as 
target audience16. On the other hand, CMs of the company’s history are likely 
to retell the company as a social actor, showing the externalities to the terri-
tory and the local businesses, and speaking mainly to the nearby community. 
Apart from the subject of the collection, even the form of preservation varies 
in CMs (museum as experience, museum with an archive, museum site)17, and 
this is reflected in CMs’ main goals. There are CMs which have a high experi-
ential connotation, whose main goal is audience engagement. There are CMs 
which are born as evolution of a historical archive, whose main goal is preser-
vation and are more easily spendable by the business functions. Some CMs are 
museum sites whose main attraction is an industrial factory that played a key 
role in revitalizing the surrounding area.

Regardless of the key to classification, it appears evident that CMs have a 
dual role18 between the business world and the cultural heritage sector. Con-
trary to traditional museums, CMs have the peculiarity to support a corpo-
ration and consequently they have not purely a heritage function but also a 
praxeological purpose. Organizations embark on such investments for their 
competitive advantages, such as inspiring new directions for innovation19 by 
preserving the history of iconic products, improving reputation and brand au-
thenticity in the customers’ eyes20 when creating museums as experience for 
brand enthusiasts, or guiding decisions about the firm’s future strategies by 
recollecting the history of the company but also of the founder. At the same 
time, organizations can invest on CMs also for social purposes in a plethora 
of stakeholders21. For example, they are said to revitalize industrial zones for 
sustainable urban development and to support minor communities22 and lo-
cal businesses23. In this sense, CMs’ performance is multifaceted24, not purely 

15  Ibidem.
16  Chaney et al. 2018.
17  Negri 2024; Montella 2018.
18  Piatkowska 2014.
19  Iannone 2020.
20  Carù et al. 2017.
21  Masè 2020.
22  Mason et al. 2021.
23  Montella 2012; Simone et al. 2022.
24  Carloni et al. 2023.
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economic, but organizational in the sense that it holds contributions to firms’ 
employees and business stakeholders, and ultimately societal at the advantage 
of a broader community. 

The dual role and multifaceted performance of CMs is undeniable because 
the value of corporate heritage is more than institutional, but territorial, cul-
tural, and ancestral25. Also, behind every CM, there is a company for which 
the distinction between economic and social value creation is no longer valid. 
Instead, more and more companies pursue the shared value creation paradigm 
looking for «the connections between societal and economic progress»26, and 
adopt the Triple Bottom Line27 approach seeing company’s activities contem-
porarily generating economic, social and environmental value. In this light, 
CMs might represent a sustainability-led initiative. Coherently with the defini-
tion provided by the Brundtland Commission (1987), and adopted by the Unit-
ed Nations, sustainability is here defined as the organization’s commitment to 
protect the environmental and social resources while pursuing its main oper-
ations, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs28. 

In such a background, policymakers’ guidelines on how to disclose CMs 
in companies’ sustainability reports would be fundamental to assess CMs’ 
sustainability performance. However, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
standards do not adequately face these initiatives, giving complete freedom to 
companies to report (or not) their heritage investments. The lack of consid-
eration of cultural topics is also among the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) set out by the United Nations, which only tangentially link to the arts 
through one target (out of 169). At the same time, given that companies’ sup-
port to the heritage has been proved to be a predictor for the achievement of 
sustainability rewards29, corporations may include their investments in social 
reports for reputation rather than sustainable development, which could result 
in an accusation of art washing and history washing30, and also damage the 
authenticity of CMs31. An alternative path to assess CMs’ sustainability per-
formance would be to import frameworks on traditional museums’ sustain-
ability performance to their case, using those standards to translate the value 
of CMs into material topics for inclusion in companies’ reports. However, this 
path is not immediate to take, requiring further investigation into sustainabil-
ity measurement in CMs. In fact, it has been recognized that the propensity 

25  Lueg 2023.
26  Kramer, Porter 2011, p. 2.
27  Elkington 1997.
28  Derqui 2020; Dyllick, Hockerts 2002; Kantabutra, Ketprapakorn 2020.
29  Campa, Zijlmans 2019.
30  Lueg 2023.
31  Pulh et al. 2019.
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to measure sustainability varies by museum type, and that the management 
style consistently affects «the degree in which museums contribute to the sus-
tainable development»32. In this regard, CMs are an outstanding exception 
considering their affiliation to a company. Conceptually, the condition of CMs 
being affiliated with a company influences sustainability definition (in respect 
to the three components of the Triple Bottom Line – environmental, economic 
and social dimensions), and sustainability measurement. 

First, CMs are embedded within organizational functions such as market-
ing, human resources, or the Board of Directors’ staff. As part of these broad-
er units, their sustainability performance is often already evaluated through 
institutionalized corporate procedures. Consequently, CMs may have limit-
ed autonomy when it comes to defining which aspects to assess in terms of 
sustainability, as this is shaped by the company’s overarching sustainability 
strategy. Specifically, environmental performance is typically assessed at the 
departmental level, making it redundant for a CM to include this dimension in 
their own sustainability evaluation, as it is already captured elsewhere. This is 
different compared to sustainability assessment in traditional museums, where 
studies have been conducted on the role of museums for climate change33 and 
climate action34, and on the assessment of museums’ carbon footprint and 
energy consumption35. Furthermore, CMs are mainly founded by their parent 
company with a limit number of museums issuing an entrance ticket36 and 
few possibilities for public funds. This makes the economic dimension useless 
to be assessed with a sustainability perspective in a CM, because it is seen as 
the result of internal negotiations. In contrast, museums usually introduce the 
economic dimension in their sustainability performance37 to show that they 
responsibly use the received funds and can generate additional funds38. There-
fore, among the three pillars of the Triple Bottom Line approach, CMs are 
more likely to insist on the social dimension of sustainability, which however 
assumes a diverse nuance compared to traditional museums. CMs serve as 
a company’s comprehensive relationship marketing platform39. In every ini-
tiative they host, the audience engages with the brand, making it difficult to 
fully adopt the definition of social sustainability used in traditional museums. 
There, social sustainability involves attracting diverse visitor groups, improv-
ing accessibility, promoting social equity, and engaging with communities on 

32  Pop, Borza 2015, p. 122.
33  Nieroba, Geisler 2024.
34  Sutton 2020.
35  Pencarelli et al. 2016.
36  Negri 2024.
37  Orea-Giner et al. 2019.
38  Pencarelli et al. 2016.
39  Montella 2024.
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issues like migration40. In CMs, however, the idea of broad accessibility may 
be interpreted more narrowly—as converting new users into brand enthusi-
asts. This calls for a clearer contextualization of what social sustainability 
means for CMs and how they report it. However, such narrative needs can cre-
ate tension with the corporation, especially in disclosure practices, which may 
limit accountability due to space constraints on formal reports or selective 
emphasis. This is due to the practice of selective disclosure in sustainability 
reporting among firms, which often prioritize environmental over social issues 
for public attention41 or overemphasize social initiatives without regards to the 
strategy in manipulative terms42. 

Second, CMs work at the service of their company even in accountability 
processes43, and this condition imposes constraints on how to measure the 
CM’s sustainability to conform with company’s standards. Indeed, CMs are 
expected to report their sustainability performance through business – like 
key performance indicators (i.e., whereby everything can be expressed in num-
bers) for consistency with the company’s reports. This condition can generate 
tension within CMs struggling to quantitively assess their performance, even 
on sustainability. The strong connection between the CM and its partner com-
pany highlights the shortcomings of the conventional performance assessment 
tools typically employed in traditional museums, which usually require addi-
tional qualitative analysis44, which ultimately creates tension and necessitates 
an ad hoc approach to sustainability assessment in CMs. Furthermore, tradi-
tional museums are responding to the call for sustainability reporting by creat-
ing their own standards and frameworks for assessing their performance45 due 
to missing guidelines at the policy level46. For this reason, frameworks used by 
traditional museums are not to take immediately for CMs, but they need to be 
reviewed to conform with the parent company’s auditing procedures. 

Given the intuitive but under researched link between CMs and sustain-
ability practices in corporations and considering the specific and innate char-
acteristics of CMs making them different from any other museums, a better 
understanding of sustainability meaning and measurement in CMs is needed. 
Consistently, the present study aims to investigate how sustainability is framed 
and measured in a CM.

40  Cerquetti, Montella 2021; Loach et al. 2017.
41  Pope et al. 2024.
42  Roszkowska-Menkes et al. 2024.
43  Carloni et al. 2023.
44  Zorloni 2010.
45  Borin 2023.
46  Cerquetti et al. 2023; Pop et al. 2024; Wang et al. 2023.
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3.  Methods

This study is based on action research47, which was selected since working 
at the crossroad between theory and practice is encouraged to incorporate the 
contextual complexity of museums48.

This action research study is based on a project between the Observatory 
for Digital Innovation in Culture of Politecnico di Milano and an Italian CM, 
named CUBO, Museo d’impresa del Gruppo Unipol (hereafter @CUBOUNI-
POL), affiliated to a company operating in the financial and insurance sector. 

The collaborative project started with the museum’s management interest to 
value the quantity of collected data to show the CM’s sustainable behaviors, with 
the ultimate intention of producing a throughout report of the museum’s sustain-
ability performance for its 10 years life, to be distributed to shareholders, insti-
tutional stakeholders, as well as to be publicly surveyed by the local community. 

The strong commitment of the Museum Manager, namely the measure-
ment of sustainability performance in CM, is a point warmly suggested in the 
literature to secure validity of action research and ensure its relevance for the 
special issue. 

The rest of the Methods section is organized as follows. First, the organiza-
tional setting is presented. Then, the research design is illustrated with details 
on data collection and data analysis. 

3.1.  Research setting

The selected setting is @CUBOUNIPOL. The museum was born in 2013 
with the mission to retell the identity, history and heritage of the Gruppo Unipol, 
the parent company, through the language of arts and culture. The museum’s 
venue is at the ground floor of the company’s headquarter in Bologna, Italy. The 
museum collects the historical, artistic and cultural materials of the companies 
belonging to the group, taking care of its preservation, cataloguing, digitalisa-
tion, as well as its promotion and dissemination. The museum cooperates with 
other public and private entities (e.g., other museums, local and regional asso-
ciations, institutional bodies) to offer a variety of initiatives (e.g., exhibitions, 
meetings, conventions, concerts). Also, the museum has long lasting relation-
ships with schools and research institutions to organize educational itineraries. 

This great variety of activities is possible thanks to the polyhedric nature of 
the heritage of Gruppo Unipol, which has both an artistic and a historical soul. 
The company’s artistic heritage consists of more than two hundred works, 

47  Reason, Bradbury 2001.
48  Chiaravallotti, Piber 2011.
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mainly by Italian artists, built up over the course of the company’s life and 
its mergers with other insurance companies. The collection is also constantly 
growing thanks to the acquisition of works by artists of recent generations.

The company’s historical collection consists of twelve thousand archival 
units produced over the years, as well as donations from employees and in-
jections from various archives acquired over time, which are guarded by the 
Historical Archive. Examples of archival materials are internal documents, 
posters and prints, photos, reports, memorabilia and so on. 

In the company’s organizational chart, the museum is placed under the 
Communication and Media Relations Department, as part of the President’s 
staff. The Head of Communication and Media Relations sits on the manage-
ment board of the museum, together with the Museum Manager who was the 
point of contact for the collaborative project. 

The museum staff counts almost twenty five employees, divided in five 
units. The staff of the Monitoring and Reporting unit was the reference unit 
for the project, but also people from other units were interviewed for contex-
tual information. 

The fact that there is a unit dedicated to monitoring and reporting shows 
the museum manager’s attention to performance measurement, which is here 
applied to sustainability performance.

The Monitoring and Reporting unit collects data with different granular-
ity, spanning from the very single event to a typology of events, to the single 
month, year, or the entire life. Examples of the collected data are the number 
of visitors, the number and typologies of partners, the loans, the published 
news, the digitized pieces of the collection, and so on and so forth. These are 
the data that the Museum Manager wished to value for the measurement of 
the CM’s sustainability performance.

3.2.  Research design

The collaborative project with @CUBOUNIPOL targeted both a practical 
problem and a theoretical issue. The practical problem consisted of the devel-
opment of a Performance Measurement System (PMS) to assess the sustain-
ability performance of @CUBOUNIPOL, which the management could later 
use as the basement for the museum’s sustainability report. The theoretical 
issue is instead the research question of this paper, namely, how sustainability 
is framed and measured in a CM. 

The project worked under one year and a half, and it was organized in 
two phases: a first phase was on the conceptual development of the PMS with 
key performance indicators (KPIs), and a second phase was on the PMS’s im-
plementation with KPIs’ computation. The two phases have represented the 
moment for data collection and are hereafter described. 
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Cycle 1
The first action research cycle was launched with a formal kick off at the 

presence of the Director of the Observatory for Digital Innovation in Culture, 
the author as principal investigator, the Museum Manager and the senior con-
troller from the Monitoring and Reporting. 

After this kick off, data collection started. Eight semi-structured interviews 
were organized to gather contextual information on the museum’s initiatives 
that can unfold under the hat of sustainability, and on the situation in terms 
of performance measurement with the lens of sustainability at the museum. 
Interviews lasted one hour on average, they were all taped, transcribed and 
analyzed using a content-oriented approach. Table 1 provides further details 
about the interviewees.

Organization Interviewees Aim of the interview

Corporate 
Museum

Museum Manager To gather information on the sustainability 
strategy of the museum

Curator for the corporate art 
collection

To contextualize the sustainability strategy 
of the museum with initiatives carried out on 
the art collection

Archivist for the corporate history To contextualize the sustainability strategy 
of the museum with initiatives carried out on 
the corporate history

Social Media Manager of the 
Museum

To contextualize how the sustainability 
strategy unfolds in the communication 
strategy of the museum

Senior Controller of the Monitoring 
and Reporting Office

To understand the state of the art on 
performance measurement and sustainability 
measurement 

Controller of the Monitoring and 
Reporting Office

To have an overview on the key performance 
indicators already computed by the museum, 
also on sustainability

Corporation Head of the Sustainability 
Department at the parent company 

To understand the relationship between the 
museum and the company for sustainability 
strategy and reporting

Head of the Communication and 
Media Relations Department at the 
parent company

To understand the relationship between 
the museum and the company for 
communication and media relations, with 
attention on stakeholders’ involvement

Tab. 1. Interviewees of Cycle 1 (Source: own elaboration)

At this stage, all documents that could help to better understand the muse-
um’s mission on sustainability and the state of the art for sustainability mea-
surement were collected. Examples of documents are excerpts of the internal 
reports the museum yearly prepared with the main achieved results, calendars 
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with the main initiatives run by the museum, audience’s profiling, publications 
and so on. Also, external sources (i.e., the website of the museum, the financial 
reports and the sustainability reports of the company), were analyzed to better 
understand the context. 

Data collection was iterative and partially overlapped with the desk re-
search. Desk research was carried out by the author and two operative meet-
ings were organized as gate points with the Museum Manager and the senior 
controller to check the advancements. The desk research consisted of the con-
ceptual development of a PMS with the list of KPIs to assess CM’s sustainabil-
ity performance and of its tailoring on the specificities of @CUBOUNIPOL. 

The developed PMS with its set of KPIs was unveiled at the beginning of 
March 2023 with an official presentation to the Museum Manager for her 
validation. This occasion marked the end of the first action research cycle and 
the start of the second cycle.

Cycle 2
The second action research cycle was launched together with the validation 

of the PMS by the Museum Manager. Once the feedback on the conceptual 
PMS was integrated, the collection of data to feed the PMS started. 

In this cycle, the empirical work consisted of four operative meetings be-
tween the author and the senior controller of two hours on average, to identify 
the data needed for the measurement. 

The operative meetings were organized monthly, and in the meantime the 
author proceeded with the study on possible layouts for PMS’s visualization, 
so to provide the museum with a tool that could be more easily presented to 
and read by the management. 

The final output consisted of an Excel file with the developed PMS and met-
rics and a PowerPoint with an overview of the PMS and the KPIs computed 
for the ten-year life. 

These two outputs were first discussed at the end of June 2023 with the 
Museum Manager and the senior controller, allowing them to start gaining 
confidence with the displayed information, to test if they could correctly inter-
pret them, and to reflect on which subset of the data from the PMS would be 
externally disclosed. The PMS was officially delivered in its final version at the 
beginning of September 2023 to the museum management, and this meeting 
sanctioned the end of the project. 

For completeness, it is due to disclose that @CUBOUNIPOL released a 
book, intended as a social report for the museum with data coming from the 
developed PMS and acknowledging the collaborative project at the basis of 
this study, which was published at the end of 2024. 

Lastly, it is worth saying that, for the manuscript preparation, an additional 
interview with the Museum Manager, the senior controller and a new employ-
ee of the Monitoring and Reporting Unit of @CUBOUNIPOL was performed 
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in April 2025. This interview provided an opportunity to reflect a posterio-
ri on the collaborative project’s process and outcome, and its impact on @
CUBOUNIPOL’s approach to sustainability and its measurement.

4.  Findings

The Findings section is organized as follows. First, the PMS with the pro-
cess that led to its development is illustrated. Second, the PMS is unpacked and 
examples of its application to @CUBOUNIPOl are provided, along with con-
siderations regarding the outcome of the collaborative project on @CUBOUN-
IPOL commitment to sustainability performance. 

4.1.  The PMS and the process for its development 

The PMS to assess sustainability performance in a CM, designed through 
the collaborative project with @CUBOUNIPOL, is presented in Figure 1. 

Fig. 1. The PMS to measure sustainability performance in a CM (Source: own elaboration)

As from Figure 1, the PMS is visually represented as a hexagon with 6 
faces: Heritage, Territory, Cultural Actors, Schools and Citizenship, Cultural 
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Audience, Corporation. Each face refers to a dimension of sustainability per-
formance in a CM and is linked to a category of stakeholders towards which 
the museum creates value. Each face is articulated into a few subdimensions 
which are sufficiently specific to be measured operationally (e.g., participation 
in cultural circuits, education for sustainable development etc.), for a total of 
23 subdimensions. The 6 faces and the 23 subdimensions with their KPIs were 
derived from a combination of empirical data and knowledge from existing 
literature on CMs as well as frameworks for sustainability in culture. 

The 23 subdimensions were identified thanks to the interviews of Cycle 1, 
by isolating those concepts and museum’s initiatives the interviewees associ-
ated with sustainability. The author coded the interviews and identified the 
first list, which was double checked with academic knowledge on CMs, to see 
if the spotted items have already been mentioned by former studies, and with 
academic knowledge on sustainability measurement in museums. The list was 
discussed with the Museum Manager and the senior controller (Cycle 1, oper-
ative meetings 1 and 2) to arrive at the final set of 23 subdimensions. At this 
stage of the process, it appears crucial that the meaning that @CUBOUNIPOL 
associated with sustainability had mainly a social connotation, while the envi-
ronmental, governance and economic dimensions were excluded.

There is a manager in the company who collects our share of the environmental impact 
from us and does it for the entire company. We are inside this larger mechanism, so that 
part does not enter the project. I realize that even the economic part we can’t satisfy you, 
but because it is more confidential, we must play by the rules of our company (Museum 
Manager).

[Addressed to the Museum Manager] Why don’t we also consider reporting on museum 
staff, perhaps focusing on aspects of inclusion and accessibility? (Controller of the Moni-
toring and Reporting unit).

[In reply] Because we are all employees of the same company and they have this informa-
tion. We think in differential terms to understand what we do on sustainability (Museum 
Manager).

The clustering of the subdimensions into the 6 faces (e.g., Heritage, Territo-
ry, etc.) was driven by the Museum Manager’s attitude when talking about @
CUBOUNIPOL commitment to sustainability. In fact, the Museum Manager 
was comparing the museum’s initiatives to gifts for different communities, list-
ing the initiatives according to the types of people involved with the museum. 

I want to show how much the museum, through its good activities, contributes to the 
group’s reputation, and not only that, but I also want to show the gift the museum gives 
to the whole community (Museum Manager).

A stakeholder approach emerged for the clustering of the subdimensions, and 
this was validated on two levels. First, it is a shared lens when it comes to sustain-
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ability measurement in museums49. Second, the emphasis on stakeholders is also 
placed in the sustainability report of the parent company. The subdimensions 
were originally sorted into five areas, but a sixth face was added on Heritage to 
align with the symbolism of @CUBOUNIPOL, which takes its name from the 
geometric figure of the cube. The PMS has the visual shape of a hexagon, and, in 
the center, there is a cube with six arrows radiating outwards, symbolizing the 
value generated and directed towards its stakeholders. The hexagon shape also 
underlines the multifaceted concept of sustainability for a CM, which is both 
outward and inward oriented, subtly conveying the duality of a CM. Given the 
multifaceted concept of sustainability for a CM, the designed PMS is intended 
to be modular. The six faces, with their subdimensions, are held together within 
the symbolic figure, but each can also be analysed on its own right. The same 
reasoning applies to the within area subdimensions, which can be modularly 
selected depending on the specific strategy of the CM, the sustainable develop-
ment goal of interest, or the purpose of reporting. 

Each of the 23 subdimensions comes with a KPI. The theoretical fram-
ing for the KPIs development comes from the two steps process suggested by 
Carloni and colleagues (2023)50 for performance measurement in CMs, here 
contextualized on the measurement of social sustainability. The suggested ap-
proach begins by establishing the primary domains of performance, followed 
by selecting the most relevant metrics for evaluation. Its main strength lies 
in its sequential structure, which gradually grounds high level performance 
(which are beforehand defined) in measurable and concrete terms through its 
link to specific indicators always anchored on everyday activities and tangible 
outputs of the CM. This can help resolve the issue of viewing artistic output as 
inherently intangible and thus disconnected from the performance of non-ar-
tistic organizations.

The KPIs development was based on a triangulation of empirical data, ex-
isting KPIs used by the parent company (as disclosed in its sustainability re-
port), and from the UNESCO’s Thematic Indicators for Culture in the Agenda 
2030. The UNESCO framework and the corporate sustainability report were 
analysed to find metrics already in use by recognized actors (i.e., the company 
or a policy body) to match with the identified subdimensions. 

When suitable indicators were unavailable, the author developed new KPIs 
and refined them according to the museum’s data, prioritizing metrics with 
consistent data across the ten-year period.

Table 2 provides an excerpt of the protocol with which the KPIs come along 
in the PMS, based on the Heritage face. The KPIs come with the metrics (i.e. 
the mathematical formula for calculation), plus an indication on the unit of 

49  Pencarelli et al. 2016.
50  Carloni et al. 2023.
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measure. Furthermore, the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) linked to 
the subdimension the indicator measures are disclosed, together with a Bool-
ean variable that checks whether the indicator is listed (or not) in UNESCO’s 
Thematic Indicators for Culture in the Agenda 2030 framework. This decision 
was taken in agreement with the Museum Manager and the senior controller, 
who were concerned about adopting a language that would legitimize the mu-
seum’s position in the eyes of both the company and cultural regulators. This 
invitation came from the very beginning of the project, and it represented a 
leitmotif for the entire duration. 

Dimension Subdimension Indicator with metrics Impacted 
SDGs

Presence in 
UNESCO 
Thematic 
Indicators for 
Culture

Heritage Spending on 
Culture

Ratio between: 
	- the expenditure incurred by the 

museum for cultural activities; 
	- the total number of visitors 

reached by the museum. 
The ratio is calculated on an annual 
basis and expressed as €/visitor per 
year. Examples of expenses counted: 
costs for restoration, for exhibitions, 
fees for artists’ participation in 
events [...]. 

SDG 11.4

Digital 
Heritage 
Management

Ratio between: 
	- number of digitally catalogued 

heritage items; 
	- total number of pieces for the 

physical heritage. 
The indicator is calculated as 
cumulative over the years and is 
expressed as a percentage. The 
indicator is calculated separately 
for the artistic heritage and the 
corporate historical heritage.

Responsible 
Heritage 
Management

Two options (or both): 
	- number of loans and number of 

works lent;
	- acquisitions of works (from 

investments and from the scouting 
of organization’s history).

The indicator is calculated as 
absolute value. The indicator is 
calculated separately for the artistic 
heritage and the corporate historical 
heritage.

Tab. 2. Example of the indicators to measure sustainability performance, Heritage face 
(Source: own elaboration)
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We should do something more scientific in the eyes of the company but also in the eyes of 
outsiders (Senior controller).

The developed metrics were warmly appreciated by the museum manager 
and senior controller when they were presented at the end of cycle 1, and were 
truthfully applied during cycle 2. During the interview in April 2025, the se-
nior controller discussed the subsequent efforts required to establish the PMS 
as a routine practice. These efforts focused on setting up a smoother data col-
lection process and gathering the necessary information to feed into the PMS. 
After almost two years, these efforts paid off in the form of the timeliness with 
which data could be provided to the company on “report day” (i.e. the day on 
which the company requests data from its functions for the corporate sustain-
ability report, including the museum).

Before this work, we had to reconstruct it all backwards. Now we are much faster, we 
already have all the data, now we already go and try to define it upstream without having 
to handcraft reconstruction as we contributed. That way, by Report Day, we can give as 
much as possible and without wasting time (Senior controller).

4.2.  The faces of sustainability performance in a CM

This section examines the six faces of sustainability performance in a CM, 
with their subdimensions and KPIs. For each face, a rationale for why the di-
mension is useful for measuring sustainability in a CM is provided, along with 
an exemplificative application on @CUBOUNIPOL and considerations on the 
outcome on @CUBOUNIPOL’s knowledge of sustainability and its measure-
ment.

Heritage
The Heritage face evaluates the museum’s contribution to the preservation 

and promotion of the corporate heritage, through interventions of restoration, 
digital cataloguing and extensions/acquisitions. The subdimensions and KPIs 
developed for the Heritage face are reported in Table 2, and these are: spending 
on culture (for its restoration, conservation and promotion), digital heritage 
management (in terms of digitizing programs and progress), and responsible 
heritage management (to improve the collection in size and knowledgeability). 

This dimension is significant to frame sustainability in a CM because it 
shows that what the museum preserved is not just owned because the corpora-
tion is nostalgic of the past or passionate about collecting works of art, but it is 
an act of responsibly preserving traces of industrial knowledge, artistic tastes, 
social costumes and living habits of the past. This is why the performance 
subdimensions are linked with the SDG 11.4, because the CM devotes efforts 
in the conservation of less conventional form of cultural heritage.
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A CM does not correspond to the typical Italian corporate mentality of the 
60s and 70s, where works of art were just a nice backdrop in the offices of ex-
ecutives and representatives. We want people to understand that the works we 
have as a CM are instead important to preserve and enjoyable to see (Curator 
for the corporate art collection).

An example of the Heritage face of @CUBOUNIPOL is illustrated through 
the Digital Heritage Management KPI. Digital heritage preservation is recom-
mended in the framework by UNESCO as a virtuous practice of sustainable 
management, as well as digital transformation is a directive for the corporate 
sustainability agenda. Also, when interviewed, the museum staff consistently 
underlined the presence of two in-house developed cataloguing management 
systems, specialized machinery and two dedicated working groups. Coher-
ently, an indicator was computed on Digital Heritage Management for @
CUBOUNIPOL (Figure 2). 

As shared by the Museum Manager, the process of codification of this KPI 
made her realize that it is not enough to measure digitization achievements or 
to account for the spending on digitization, but more qualitative information 
about what is preserved, catalogued and digitized should be mapped to justify 
consistently the responsible commitment of CM to heritage preservation. 

With you we have laid the foundations, but we plan to make a dent in the historical 
archive part, it is a part that we do not monitor but which is important to show the 
consistency of the heritage and the responsible choices we make, beyond the economic 
investment that we devote to it (Museum Manager).

Fig. 2. Digital Heritage Management Indicator, referred to CUBO only (Source: own ela-
boration)
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Territory
The Territory face assesses museum’s capability of revitalizing the spaces of 

the nearby territory, including open and green spaces, through its cultural of-
fer. The subdimensions are cultural spaces – locations (since the museum can 
set its exhibitions also in other spaces, such as libraries and historic buildings); 
cultural spaces – countries (with its activity, especially online, the museum can 
reach also further nations); open spaces for culture (the museum can organize 
its activities also in green and open spaces). See Table 3. 

The spatial dimension is relevant to frame the sustainability performance 
of a CM, because CMs are responsible for the preservation of the memory of 
the local community, and they revitalize rural areas with their cultural offer51. 
Furthermore, the ability to contextualize the preserved collection within the 
local community is already acknowledged as an effective communicative prac-
tice in CMs52 but also for more traditional museums when it comes to embrac-
ing a more sustainable behavior53. Under this light, the subdimensions can be 
read as contributions to the SDG 12.B, citing the development of sustainable 
tourism through the valorization of local culture.

The Territory face is significant for @CUBOUNIPOL for its connection 
with the city of Bologna, which is the historical headquarters of the company. 
As example of the application of the PMS to @CUBOUNIPOL, the Open 
Space for Culture KPI is shown in Figure 3. UNESCO invites, in the cultural 
agenda for 2030, to design outdoor cultural initiatives to enhance green spaces 
in cities but also in response to new social habits established after COVID-19 
pandemic. Through the applied KPI, it is possible to see that @CUBOUNIPOL 
has worked on the revalorization of the neighborhood since 2013, through a 
yearly summer review of events in the museum garden. 

Fig. 3. Open Spaces for Culture Indicator, referred to CUBO only (Source: own elaboration)

51  Carloni et al. 2023.
52  Montella 2012. 
53  Pencarelli et al. 2016.
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Dimension Subdimension Indicator with metrics Impacted 
SDGs

Presence in 
UNESCO 
Thematic 
Indicators 
for Culture

Territory Cultural 
spaces- 
location

Ratio between: 
	- events organized by CUBO per 

cultural location (beyond its own 
headquarters);

	- total events organized by CUBO.
The ratio is calculated on an annual ba-
sis and expressed in percentage terms.
By cultural locations are meant the fol-
lowing:
	- the venues of the museum;
	- other venues of the company;
	- other cultural venues in the city (i.e., 

other museums, theatres, libraries, art 
fairs, etc.)

By events are considered performances 
and meetings, while guided tours, bo-
okings, and streaming are not conside-
red. 

SDG 11.7

SDG 12.B

Cultural 
spaces- 
countries

Ratio between: 
	- events held in locations outside 

the museum (Outside CUBO), 
distinguished by country, per year; 

	- total events organized by CUBO 
in locations outside the museum 
(Outside CUBO).

The ratio is calculated on an annual ba-
sis and expressed in percentage terms.
By locations outside the Museum are 
meant the following territories: City; 
Rest of Italy; Abroad.

Open spaces 
for culture

Two possible indicators:
	- audience at shows held in open venues, 

by year. Audiences include also 
employees;

	- the number of events held in open 
venues, per year.

The indicators are calculated on an 
annual basis and expressed in absolute 
terms. 
Open venues are defined as: Open ve-
nues at the Museum, i.e. the garden 
in Porta Europa; Open spaces at the 
Group’s headquarters and accommoda-
tion facilities; Public and open spaces in 
the city. 

 

Tab. 3. Territory face (Source: own elaboration)
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The park we have has upgraded the neighborhood considerably with new green space, 
but also the presence on this garden during the day and in the evening during events has 
improved the situation of degradation that was there and encouraged the participation of 
people from the neighborhoods (Museum Manager).

Cultural Actors
The Cultural Actors face assesses the ability of the CM to collaborate with 

other cultural institutions, as well as offering visibility opportunities to actors, 
performers, musicians and artists. The subdimensions are cultural professionals 
involved (since the museum can host events in collaborations with cultural ex-
perts); participatory cultural planning (i.e., the museum collaborates with external 
stakeholders, like associations, enterprises, foundations committed to the third 
sector); participation in cultural circuits (i.e., the museum is inserted in a network 
of local institutions for touristic fluxes and curatorial paths). See Table 4.

The collaboration of CMs with creative and cultural experts is acknowl-
edged in literature54, but with an orientation towards product innovation. 
Scholars have shown that CMs can guide designers through the organization’s 
history in search for inspiration55. In this case, instead, the CM’s collaboration 
with external cultural professionals is read through a sustainability focus, as 
a help towards the cultural professionals to cope with the ups and downs typ-
ical of the arts and creative industries. In so doing, CMs target the SDG 8.3, 
because they support the entrepreneurship of actors from cultural industries. 
CMs also target SDG 17.17, citing the promotion of partnerships, because they 
can codevelop initiatives with other cultural entities or social associations. 

For @CUBOUNIPOL, this dimension is significant because it aligns with 
the corporate strategy of supporting the arts and culture, as evidenced by the 
cultural sponsorships reported in the corporate sustainability report under the 
Community section. One important result emerging from the application of 
the PMS is that in the year of the Covid-19 pandemic, the museum increased 
its collaborations with artists and curators (yellow line in Figure 4), as from 
the Cultural Professionals involved KPI. This is in a countertrend compared to 
what might be expected considering the imposed closure of the cultural ven-
ues, which confirms the sustainable behavior of the museum. This result had 
an important motivational role for the museum’s staff, because they tangibly 
saw their support to the cultural sector, and this was especially of value for the 
curator who oversees scouting new talents.

We ask young artists to find and propose languages of the new generation, such as media, 
new technologies, digital art, and to put these languages into dialogue with our heritage 
works. There is a true desire to give these young people space to express themselves (Cura-
tor for the corporate art collection).

54  Iannone 2020.
55  Ravasi et al. 2018.
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Dimension Subdimension Indicator with metrics Impacted 
SDGs

Presence in 
UNESCO 
Thematic 
Indicators 
for Culture

Cultural 
actors

Cultural 
professionals 
involved

∑ Cultural experts involved during the 
year. 
The sum is calculated per year and is 
expressed in absolute terms. Cultural 
experts have been defined as: 
	- relators and lecturers; 
	- actors and musicians for 

performances; 
	- artists for temporary exhibitions. 

SDG 8.3

SDG 16.7

Participatory 
cultural 
planning

Ratio between: 
	- stakeholders reached per category; 
	- total stakeholders reached by 

participatory design. 
The indicator is calculated as 
cumulative over time and is expressed 
as a percentage. The stakeholders with 
whom the Museum collaborated were 
distinguished into:
	- professionals and sector experts, who 

participated as individuals;
	- associations, foundations, third sector 

entities;
	- private companies;
	- schools, universities and research 

centers;
	- public institutions.

SDG 17.17

Participation 
in cultural 
circuits

∑ Cultural circuits in which the 
Museum participated, per year. 
The indicator is calculated on an annual 
basis and is expressed in absolute 
numbers. 
The indicator aims to capture the 
ability to network with other cultural 
institutions for shared promotion. 

SDG 8.9

SDG 12.B 
 

Tab. 4. Cultural Actors face (Source: own elaboration)
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Fig. 4. Cultural professionals Indicator, referred to CUBO only (Source: own elaboration)

Schools and Citizenship
The Schools and Citizenship face measures the museum’s contribution to 

build the skills of the citizenship of the future through educational activities. 
The subdimensions are education by channel and age; education by content; 
education for sustainable development (here the courses related to social chal-
lenges are considered, such as gender equality, climate change, digital educa-
tion); education in art and culture (here courses on humanistic subjects are 
counted, such as poetry, literature, writing laboratories, storytelling work-
shops); education on STEM56 subjects. See Table 5.

Education has been already mentioned as a pillar of CMs in earlier schol-
arly work but mainly based on organization’s history and «to reduce the gap 
between the supply and demand for professionalism»57. In this case, instead, 
Education is almost disentangled from the memory of the corporation but still 
aiming at building the skills of the future class of citizens, from creative think-
ing to digital skills but also civil rights. This enlarges the ways through which 
CMs target SDG 4.4 and SDG 9.b. Also, CMs expand the range of educational 
content that the cultural sector can teach through educational activities, as 
outlined in the Culture|2030 Indicators by UNESCO.

56  STEM abbreviation for Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (as subjects 
of study), <https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/stem>, 20.08.2025.

57  Bonti 2014, p. 147.

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/stem
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Dimension Subdimension Indicator with metrics Impacted 
SDGs

Presence in 
UNESCO 
Thematic 
Indicators 
for Culture

Schools and 
citizenship

Education by 
channel and 
age

Ratio of: 
	- audience reached through Education 

by access channel;
	- audience reached through Education.

Ratio between: 
	- audience reached with Education by 

age group;
	- audience reached via Education. 

Ratios are calculated on an annual basis 
and expressed in percentages.
By access channel, a distinction was 
made between in presence, and in 
streaming.
By age group distinguished in Junior, 
Teen, Adults, and Schools.
Education activities do not include 
employee training, which is instead 
addressed in the specific section.

SDG 4.4 
SDG 4.7
SDG 4.5

SDG 5.5

Schools and 
citizenship

Education by 
content

Ratio between:
	- number of training courses per theme 

in the year; 
	- total number of training courses in 

the year.
The ratio is calculated with respect 
to the entire CUBO Education on an 
annual basis and is expressed as a 
percentage. 
Content topics have been aggregated into:
	- scientific subjects (e.g., science and 

technology);
	- humanities (e.g., literature);
	- visual and performing arts (e.g., 

theatre, art, drawing, cinema, circus);
	- information (e.g., radio, journalism);
	- welfare (e.g., parenting);
	- road safety;
	- civic education.

SDG 4.4
SDG 4.7 

SDG 10.4

Education for 
sustainable 
development

Ratio between:
	- number of training courses per 

sustainable development theme in the 
year;

	- total number of training courses in 
the year.

The ratio is calculated on an annual 
basis and is expressed as a percentage. 
The themes of the sustainable 
development identified are: 
	- road safety;
	- civic education;
	- active citizenship.
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Schools and 
citizenship

Education 
in art and 
culture

Ratio between:
	- number of training courses per theme 

in the field of art and culture; 
	- total number of training courses per 

year in the field of art and culture.
The ratio is calculated on an annual 
basis and is expressed as a percentage.
The themes of the training courses in the 
field of art and culture identified are: 
	- humanities (e.g., Italian, literature);
	- visual arts (e.g., art and design)
	- performing arts (e.g. theatre)

SDG 4.4 
SDG 4.7 

SDG 9.b

Education 
on STEM 
subjects 

Ratio between:
	- number of training courses per theme 

in the STEM fields; 
	- total number of training courses per 

year in the STEM fields. 
The ratio is calculated on an annual 
basis and is expressed as a percentage.
The themes of the STEM education 
identified are: 
	- informatics (e.g., robotics and coding);
	- classical science subjects (e.g., 

mathematics and science);
	- applied sciences (e.g., economics and 

technology)

Tab. 5. Schools and citizenship face (Source: own elaboration)

An example of the Schools and Citizenship face of @CUBOUNIPOL is 
illustrated through Education by content KPI. Before the collaborative project, 
the museum had never classified the educational activities by contents. Once 
fed with data, the KPI made the museum realize that, across the 10 years, 
a steady portion of educational activities was consistently treating subjects 
related to the core business of the company. As shown in Figure 5, over the 
years, education courses on welfare and wellbeing have been added. On aver-
age, over the 10 years, this category accounted for 6% of the education offer, 
with training in parenting, health, and employability. Furthermore, the graph 
shows how the contents offered by @CUBOUNIPOL go way beyond the or-
ganization’s history and heritage but touches multiple themes, still connected 
to the business, such as civic education topics and road safety (this last one, on 
average, 17% of the education offer). Read under this light, the KPI represents 
a new layer to show CM’s contribution even to the corporate business and 
sustainability agenda. 

When the company asks me what I did to support the business plan, I now can tell them 
«I did nine courses on mindful eating, which is part of the wellness ecosystem of your 
communication plan». With the tool, the data is collected a priori and I am sure I will map 
it (Museum Manager).
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Fig. 5. Education by content Indicator, referred to CUBO only (Source: own elaboration)

Cultural Audience 
The Cultural Audience face measures the museum’s commitment to ensur-

ing full access to culture, including through digital channels, special openings 
and knowledge dissemination. The subdimensions are: cultural participation 
(recalling the widely used indicator about the number of visitors), commitment 
to social cohesion through culture (meaning the organization of events and 
partnerships on social issues), access to culture by gender, access to culture 
through digital, access to culture on holidays, weekends and special openings, 
accessibility through press review activities (counting articles and mentions 
about the museum and its initiative). See Table 6.

CMs are valued for being relational platforms communicating the heritage 
of the corporation to increase brand attachment and awareness in potential 
customers58, and they are assessed in terms of the audience reached and ex-
posed to the brand. The same KPI, however, can be read with a focus on cul-
tural accessibility in CMs. In fact, thanks to technological spillovers from the 
firm enabling CMs to use digital technologies59, and thanks to the company’s 
funds to eliminate the ticket price, the cultural offer of CMs can reach broader 
audiences. 

We can give back to the city but also to the citizens of the world and to Italy in general 
cultural and educational activities for free as a sign of gratitude by the company (Social 
Media Manager).

58  Pulh et al. 2019.
59  Dalle Nogare, Murzyn-Kupisz 2024.
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The CM becomes a communication asset for the company and a leverage of 
sustainability strategy, raising awareness on social equality through cultural 
accessibility. However, to value the data for sustainability measurement, the 
storytelling needs to change.

We are measured on the contacts we generate. We spend time, days counting how many 
people came to events, how many compared to capacity, gender, age, for which event... 
With the project, we have realized that we need to rethink how we retell them (Senior 
Controller).

This broadens the way in which CMs contribute to SDGs, targeting 
SDG 4.5 quoting to eliminate gender disparities and ensuring equal access 
to culture and education, but also SDG 9.c invoking access to digital chan-
nels. 

Dimension Subdimension Indicator with metrics Impacted 
SDGs

Presence in 
UNESCO 
Thematic 
Indicators 
for Culture

Cultural 
audience

Cultural 
participation

Ratio between: 
	- audience reached per category of 

cultural proposals;
	- total audience reached on cultural 

proposals.
The indicator is calculated on an annual 
basis and is expressed as a percentage. 
The indicator does not count the 
participation in the Education, but all 
the other cultural and thematic strands 
(e.g., exhibitions, general visits, 
shows). 
The public includes also employees. 

SDG 4.5

Commitment 
to social 
cohesion 
through 
culture

	- Number of events organized by CUBO 
with a social theme;

	- number of CUBO partnerships with 
social associations.

SDG 5.2

SDG 10.2
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Cultural 
audience

Access to 
culture by 
gender

Ratio between: 
	- audience reached by gender; 
	- total audience reached. 

The indicator is calculated on an annual 
basis and expressed as a percentage. 
The public includes people from outside 
the Unipol Group as well as employees. 

SDG 5.5 

SDG 9.c

SDG 4.4
SDG 4.5

Access to 
culture 
through 
digital

Ratio between:
	- audience reached per channel; 
	- total audience reached.

The indicator is calculated on an annual 
basis and expressed as a percentage.
Drill downs on social media, newsletters 
and virtual tours can complement the KPI. 
The public includes also employees. 

Access to 
culture on 
holidays, 
weekends 
and special 
openings

Ratio between:
	- audience visiting exhibitions on 

holidays; 
	- total audience reached through the 

exhibitions.
The indicator is calculated on an annual 
basis and expressed as a percentage. The 
public includes also employees. 

Accessibility 
through 
press review 
activities

The indicator is a sum of CUBO’s Press 
Review activities:
	- number of press releases;
	- number of articles and mentions;
	- number of articles in print 

publications;
	- number of articles in online 

publications.

Tab. 6. Cultural Audience face (Source: own elaboration)

An example of the PMS application to @CUBOUNIPOL, for the Cultural 
Audience face, is provided with the trend of the Commitment to social cohe-
sion through culture KPI, in figure 6. In ten years, but more markedly since 
2017, 187 social themed events were organized with partnerships. From 2019, 
the museum has tackled sensitive issues such as gender violence, with the ex-
perience of the Non ballo da sola60 festival, with its strong message of raising 
awareness of violence against women. The event reached 3719 people with an 
87% increase in attendance from 2019 to 2022. 

Through this KPI, the CM realized that it broadened the number of SDGs 
impacted by the corporation and disclosed in the corporate sustainability re-
port (in which SDG 5, quoting gender equality, is not reported).

60  <https://www.cubounipol.it/it/eventi/non-ballo-da-sola>, 20.08.2025.

https://www.cubounipol.it/it/eventi/non-ballo-da-sola
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Fig. 6. Commitment to social cohesion Indicator, referred to CUBO only (Source: own 
elaboration)

Corporation 
The Corporation face measures the contribution the museum generates for 

the corporate employees by offering cultural activities, acting as a training hub 
and as a generator of content. The subdimensions are cultural participation of 
employees, employees training at the museum (since the museum is working 
as both organizer and venue for training courses), production and sharing of 
cultural content for employees (the more characterizing activity of a CM, that 
of researching and crafting contents to satisfy information needs by the other 
offices at the company). See Table 7.

This dimension of sustainability performance is specific for CMs. The na-
ture of CMs at the service of the company is well acknowledged in academia 
and the work of Carloni and colleagues (2023)61 has already provided a list 
of quantitative metrics that can be used to assess museum’s contribution to 
the business. However, the role at the service of the company can bear also 
relevance for sustainability in CMs. Allowing employees to engage with the 
museum’s cultural initiatives and art collection supports their wellbeing and 
contributes to SDG 8.3 on decent work. Additionally, when the museum cre-
ates content based on the organization’s history to inform corporate decision 
making, it supports SDG 17.19 by leveraging past knowledge for sustainable 
development.

There are requests for material that come directly from the CEO and management levels, 
those are certainly fewer in number than the others, but they are worth ten times as much, 
because you know they might feed into their decision making processes (Archivist for 
corporate history).

61  Carloni et al. 2023.
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Dimension Subdimension Indicator with metrics Impacted 
SDGs

Presence in 
UNESCO 
Thematic 
Indicators 
for Culture

Corporation Cultural 
participation 
of employees

Ratio between: 
	- the number of employees who 

participated in cultural initiatives in 
the year; 

	- the total audience reached in the 
year.

The ratio is calculated on an annual 
basis and expressed as a percentage.

SDG 4.5

SDG 8.3
Employee 
training at the 
Museum

	- Training activities organized at the 
museum;

	- training activities organized and 
delivered by the Museum. 

The indicator is calculated on an 
annual basis and is expressed in 
absolute terms. 
The indicator distinguishes training 
courses organized with the Museum 
as location (by Unica Academy) 
from training courses organized and 
delivered by the Museum. 

Production 
and sharing 
of cultural 
content for 
employees

∑Cultural and historical contents 
produced by the Museum at the 
request of employees.
The indicator is calculated on an 
annual basis and expressed in absolute 
terms. 
Further details are given by the ratio 
between: 
	- cultural content produced by the 

Museum by specific use;
	- ∑Cultural and historical contents 

produced by the Museum at the 
request of employees. 

The indicator is an overall value and is 
expressed in percentage terms. 
The specific uses of content are classified 
into: group identity; marketing, sales 
and communication; internal reporting; 
human resources insights. 

SDG 16.7

SDG 17.19

Tab. 7. Corporation face (Source: own elaboration)

An example of the application of the Corporation face to @CUBOUNI-
POL is here illustrated through the Production and sharing of content KPI. In 
ten years, CUBO has produced 275 dossiers, of which 82% on the corporate 
history for different units, as shown in Figure 7. The Museum Manager and 
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senior controller were particularly interested in the evolution of the indicator 
over the ten years. When looking at the trend, two peaks were spotted around 
material requests: 2013 and 2019. These two years are two topical moments 
for @CUBOUNIPOL: the founding of the museum (2013) and joining the 
MUSEIMPRESA circuit (2019). Both events, which were combined with in-
tense internal communication, led to an increased awareness of the museum’s 
role in the company. This led the Museum Manager and the senior controller 
to see the PMS (and the editorial work published from it) as a tool to increase 
the awareness among employees of the existence of the museum. This outcome 
was achieved, as shared in the interview of April 2025, almost two years after 
the PMS release.

Thanks to this work, we finally got the OK from the personnel department to change 
the name of the monitoring area to “cultural impact measurement”, for me this is a great 
success, we have raised our level and acknowledgement from our colleagues (Museum 
Manager).

Fig. 7. Production and sharing of contents Indicator, referred to CUBO only (Source: own 
elaboration)

5.  Discussion and conclusions

Through a collaborative action research project with @CUBOUNIPOL, 
the paper answers to the research question “how is sustainability framed and 
measured in a CM?” and develops two theoretical contributions. 

First, the paper contributes to the knowledge on sustainability measure-
ment in museums by studying sustainability performance in CMs. CMs have 



251WHAT DOES SUSTAINABILITY MEAN IN A CORPORATE MUSEUM?

innate characteristics (above all, the duality between business and heritage 
sector), that make other sustainability frameworks for traditional museums 
not fully applicable to their case. Compared to other studies on sustainabil-
ity measurement in museums, where emphasis has been consistently put on 
the inclusion of environmental and economic sustainability62, the paper shows 
that, in CMs, sustainability performance assumes purely a social connotation. 
The developed PMS unpacks social sustainability through a stakeholder ap-
proach, which is a shared lens in sustainability measurement in museums, but 
it does not align with the Triple Bottom Line Approach. Even if environmen-
tal sustainability is not directly incorporated into CMs’ sustainability perfor-
mance, this does not mean that they are unaware of its importance. Instead, 
it suggests that, since CMs report their environmental impact to the company, 
they already see them evaluated on their environmental sustainability. At the 
same time, the exclusion of environmental issues in relation to sustainabil-
ity can also be explained with the sector from which the parent company 
comes from. In the case of @CUBOUNIPOL, the sector in which the parent 
company operates has not a direct link with environmental concepts nor is it 
strongly attacked for its environmental impact. Reasonably, instead, in a CM 
from the fashion industry, or a CM from the food industry, the environmental 
dimension would have entered more consistently in the measurement of sus-
tainability performance, because these two sectors are usually more discussed 
with reference to their environmental impact. In those two cases, in addition 
to more standardized KPIs on the museum’s environmental footprint, more 
creative KPIs could also nurture the developed PMS. For example, a KPI on 
educational initiatives on environmental sustainability could be added and 
isolated in the Schools and Citizenship face, or a KPI on the collaborations 
with pro-environment associations could be added to the Cultural Audience 
face besides the one on social partnerships. This preliminarily supports the 
viewpoint that the propensity to report on environmental sustainability varies 
accordingly to the type of collection preserved (i.e., it is higher in museums 
related to scientific collections63) and this holds validity even in CMs, where 
the collection varies depending on the company’s sector. Furthermore, it is 
due to acknowledge that the case does not engage directly in the corporate 
reporting process as well as it does not directly study the relationship between 
the company and the CM on sustainability assessment. As a suggestion, how-
ever, future scholars might study how sustainability performance is differently 
defined in CMs depending on the sustainability strategy at the CM’s parent 
firm, with attention to the presence of selective disclosure practices overem-
phasizing environmental issues for public attention. Also, the ownership of 

62  Nieroba, Geisler 2024; Pencarelli et al. 2016; Sutton 2020.
63  Cerquetti et al. 2023.
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the CM could influence the meaning of sustainability performance there. As 
other CMs, @CUBOUNIPOL is placed under a corporate function on a pair 
of other offices, but CMs can also be run by a foundation (i.e., an independent 
legal entity participated by the company)64. If the PMS developed was applied 
to a CM run by a foundation, it is likely that the foundation would include 
indicators for the economic and environmental pillars of sustainability. This 
is because it would have to provide its report independently of the compa-
ny. This speculation, that future scholars might investigate, could support the 
statement that the Triple Bottom Line approach is not fully discarded in CMs 
when framing sustainability, but is followed by CMs with a higher degree of 
freedom from the parent company. Furthermore, it enriches the statement for 
which the management style of museums consistently drives their contribution 
to sustainable development65, and this holds true not just between traditional 
museums and CMs, but also within the subset of CMs. 

Second, the paper contributes to the knowledge on CMs, by showing that 
sustainability is their “just balance”, where the duality between business and 
heritage ceases to exist. When CMs pursue and measure their sustainability 
performance, they exactly lay in the middle of their dual nature: they serve 
the business in praxeological terms for their sustainability agenda, but just 
through their social commitment and cultural soul. This confirms that the 
more organizational performance of CMs cannot be disregarded when as-
sessing their performance66, but the debate on the dual nature of a CM (i.e., 
a strategic asset or a cultural place)67 is no longer valid, if shifting the focus 
towards CM’s commitment to sustainability. Furthermore, the paper proposes 
CMs as sustainability practices for corporations and provides a first tool that 
can cope with the lack of guidelines on how to responsibly integrate corporate 
artistic investments into their sustainability agenda68. To help corporate man-
agement accountants identify connections between CM achievements and the 
corporate sustainability agenda, the PMS is designed to rely on quantitative 
metrics that clearly link CM performance to the United Nations’ SDG targets. 
These metrics can easily be surveyed to identify additional impact layers. On 
the other hand, the PMS enables the CM to proactively provide new material 
topics that demonstrate the company’s impact on the SDGs. This is achieved 
by building on the areas already covered in the corporate sustainability report, 
as well as targeting other SDGs, thereby broadening the company’s impact. In 
this sense, the designed PMS suggests that embracing the sustainability lens on 
CM elevates the status of these institutions from strategic assets in the hands 

64  Negri 2024.
65  Pop, Borza 2015.
66  Carloni et al. 2023.
67  Bonti 2014; Piatkwoska 2014. 
68  Lueg 2023.
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of managers69 to institutions in their own, and this might lead them to acquire 
even more internal relevance. This was the outcome at @CUBOUNIPOL, 
where the collaborative project enabled the museum to contract the introduc-
tion of the term “impact” in one of its areas. In this sense, the PMS developed 
is not just a monitoring system for the museum, neither just a reporting tool 
towards the company, but it becomes a negotiation tool to internally affirm 
CM’s relevance within the company.

The limitations of the study need to be recognized, suggesting also avenues 
for future research. The PMS here developed is contextualized on the selected 
case but aims to be a generalizable tool for CMs. It already provides other 
CMs with a starting point for reflecting on their own definition of sustainabil-
ity and how to assess it. As future research, scholars might investigate whether 
and how the PMS here developed and the concept of sustainability changes if 
changing the institution (i.e., another CM with a different strategy), the coun-
try (i.e., what if the museum is located in Northern Europe), the nature of the 
preserved collection (i.e., on the brand history, on the founder, on the sector 
etc.), the governance of the institution (i.e., making a comparative application 
between a museum belonging to a family firm and one that does not, or be-
tween a museum under function and a foundation), and ultimately the typolo-
gy of business and sector of the parent company (i.e., comparing a museum of 
a company delivering services and a museum of a company selling products). 
At the same time, @CUBOUNIPOL is unique in that it has an internal Moni-
toring and Reporting unit with ten years’ worth of records, enabling multiple 
subdimensions of performance to be measured. However, data availability and 
interpretation are usually challenging aspects of museum accountability due 
to a lack of specific competences, and this would be exacerbated in CMs lack-
ing a controlling department, thus jeopardizing PMS implementation. Future 
scholars might wish to investigate the potential limitations of implementing 
the proposed PMS in other CMs, starting from concerns on data availability. 

Lastly, the paper generates knowledge for professionals of CMs, to managers 
of companies willing to invest in the arts as part of their sustainability’s agenda, 
and ultimately even to traditional museums. The main practical contribution 
is the PMS itself here developed, a comprehensive framework of the multiple 
dimensions of sustainability performance in CMs. The modular way in which 
the PMS is built, together with the linearity of indicators and guidelines on con-
nections with accepted standards, offers a toolkit that professionals can easily 
adapt to their case, by selecting indicators that are more aligned with their needs 
of sustainability measurement. At the same time, the PMS tracks the alignment 
between the sustainability performance of the CM with the UNESCO’s Cul-
ture|2030 Indicators. The adoption of the UNESCO’s Culture|2030 Indicators 

69  Nissley, Casey 2002.
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limits corporations’ possibility to overly emphasize the results obtained by their 
investments in a sort of history washing or art washing70. Also, the PMS can 
be consulted by managers from companies with other investments in the arts, 
such as artists-in-residency, to spot connections for more transparent social re-
porting. Finally, professionals of traditional museums can find value in the PMS 
to assess their social sustainability dimension, and they can transfer it to their 
realm by simply eliminating the Corporation face.
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