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review of the academic and
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Abstract

This paper explores how cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustainable
development by combining insights from the academic and practitioner literature. Through
an interpretive review of 81 academic articles and 33 practitioner documents, we identify
two main findings: 1) three mechanisms — connecting, caring, and empowering — through
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which cultural institutions and festivals generate value across economic, cultural, social,
and environmental dimensions; 2) four policy areas — value creation, equity and resilience,
education and training, and participatory governance — across which policymakers lever-
age cultural institutions and festivals to pursue sustainability-oriented policies. By bridging
scholarly and practitioner perspectives, the study provides a more nuanced understanding
of the multifaceted role of culture in advancing sustainable development and offers relevant
insights for researchers, policymakers, and cultural managers.

Questo studio esplora come le istituzioni culturali e i festival contribuiscono allo svilup-
po sostenibile, integrando prospettive provenienti da studiosi e practitioners. Attraverso
una review interpretativa di 81 articoli accademici e 33 documenti practitioner, abbiamo
ottenuto due principali risultati: 1) tre meccanismi — connecting, caring ed empowering
— attraverso cui le istituzioni culturali e i festival supportano le dimensioni di tipo econo-
mico, culturale, sociale e ambientale dello sviluppo sostenibile; 2) quattro aree di policy —
value creation, equity and resilience, education and training, and participatory governan-
ce —rispetto alle quali i policymaker fanno leva su questi attori per promuovere interventi
orientati alla sostenibilita. Collegando la prospettiva accademica a quella practitioner, lo
studio approfondisce il ruolo complesso e multidimensionale della cultura nello sviluppo
sostenibile, offrendo spunti utili per ricercatori, decisori politici e operatori culturali.

1. Introduction

Sustainable development is a multifaceted concept that encompasses four
interconnected dimensions: economic, cultural, social, and environmental'.
Over the past decade, it has gained increasing momentum, with both schol-
ars and policymakers acknowledging the importance of balancing these four
dimensions to promote development pathways that ensure the well-being of
present and future generations?.

This growing awareness has progressively shaped national and internation-
al policy agendas — most notably the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development — resulting in the formulation of multiple strategies and
frameworks aimed at addressing complex global challenges such as climate
change, cultural heritage preservation, poverty in cities, and growing social
and economic inequalities®. In parallel, a growing number of scholars have ex-
plored sustainable development through various theoretical perspectives and
methodological approaches*®. This body of research has investigated a wide

! Dessein et al. 2015; Duxbury et al. 2017; Purvis et al. 2019.

2 Azmat et al. 2023; European Commission 2021, 2022a; Sakarya et al. 2012.

3 The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development includes 17 Sustainable Development Go-
als (SDGs) that touch upon different realms deemed of foremost importance to promote sustai-
nable development (see United Nations 2015).

4 Berrone et al. 2023; Goralski, Tan 2020; Ike et al. 2019; Mio et al. 2020.
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range of themes, from measurement frameworks and governance models to
tools and policies supporting systemic change®.

Within this broad and interdisciplinary field of inquiry, a substantial
body of work has addressed the role of culture in advancing sustainable de-
velopment®. More specifically, scholars have focused on how cultural actors
(e.g., artists, institutions, and festivals) contribute to sustainable develop-
ment through cultural production. Findings suggest that a diverse and inclu-
sive cultural offer can generate multiple benefits for a given territory, laying
the groundwork for more resilient local communities’. For instance, cultural
engagement promotes participation across different demographic groups, in-
cluding those from more fragile areas of society. Increased interaction with
cultural institutions — such as museums, libraries, and theaters — enhances
civic engagement, reinforces social cohesion, and supports both individual
and collective well-being?®.

Other studies have emphasized how culture generates wide-ranging effects
across all dimensions of sustainable development. For example, festivals not
only generate positive economic outcomes by attracting tourists and creative
talent and offering job opportunities’ — particularly for young people — but al-
so enhance a city’s image and attractiveness, sustain collective pride, and con-
tribute to the renewal of its perceived identity'®. Similarly, cultural activities
can promote environmentally sustainable behaviors, allow the regeneration of
abandoned buildings, and promote the preservation of natural areas''.

More recent studies highlight how cultural institutions and festivals have
increasingly expanded their missions beyond traditional functions — such as
heritage preservation or artistic production — to encompass educational, so-
cial, economic, and environmental functions. For instance, museums have
complemented their traditional functions (i.e., preserving, exhibiting, and pro-
moting cultural heritage) with services and activities that reinforce their image
of accessible, inclusive, and research-oriented institutions'?. Similarly, cultural

5 Mio et al. 2020; Swain, Dobers 2025.

¢ Cerquetti, Montella 2021.

7 Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Hassanli et al. 2021.

8 Chou et al. 2018; Wheatley, Bickerton 2017.

? Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Black 2016; Hjalager, Kwiatkowski 2018; Leone, Montanari
2022.

10 Getz 2009; Hassanli ez al. 2021; Mair, Duffy 2018; Quinn ef al. 2021.

1t Aquilino et al. 2021; Ducros 2017; Ernst et al. 2016.

12 Cerquetti, Montella 2021. The role of museums as cultural institutions that integrate a
broad set of functions is reflected in ICOM’s updated definition of museums approved in 2022
(see ICOM 2022). On the one side, ICOM’s definition emphasizes the accessible and inclusive
nature of museums; on the other, it captures the growing tendency of museums to be described
— and describe themselves — as “research-oriented institutions” that define education, training,
and knowledge sharing as integral to their core mission.
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festivals have broadened the scope of activities by offering shared cultural ex-
periences that explicitly pursue economic and social outcomes'?.

However, despite this growing recognition, cultural institutions and fes-
tivals continue to face significant challenges in sustaining their contribution
to sustainable development. For instance, museums — especially smaller ones
— may lack the capacity to design and implement education and outreach pro-
grams consistently across different territories'*. Cultural festivals, in turn, can
generate unintended negative effects, including pressure on local infrastruc-
ture, increases in the cost of living, or environmental degradation, especially
in the absence of adequate governance and sustainability planning?.

Furthermore, the specific mechanisms through which cultural initiatives
contribute to sustainable development across economic, cultural, social, and
environmental dimensions remain conceptually fragmented. While the role
of culture as a driver of sustainable development is widely acknowledged, the
mechanisms through which cultural institutions and festivals generate value
across these dimensions are still difficult to define clearly.

To address this gap, we conducted an interpretive review aimed at offering
an original framework that depicts how cultural institutions and festivals con-
tribute to sustainable development. An interpretive review is particularly well
suited to this goal, as it combines induction and interpretation into general
findings, thus going beyond mere cross-referencing'®. This approach allows us
to integrate diverse perspectives on the role of cultural institutions and festi-
vals in advancing sustainable development, while providing a nuanced under-
standing of the complex and multifaceted nature of this role.

From a methodological viewpoint, our review draws on a corpus of 81 aca-
demic articles (i.e., conceptual and empirical articles published in high-impact
journals) and 33 practitioner documents (i.e., policy papers, research reports,
and other institutional publications produced by international research insti-
tutions, intergovernmental bodies, and non-governmental organizations) that
address the contribution of cultural institutions and festivals to sustainable
development. Whereas academic articles enabled us to identify three mecha-
nisms through which cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustain-
able development (connecting, caring, and empowering), practitioner docu-
ments allowed us to uncover four key policy areas across which policymakers
leverage cultural institutions and festivals to pursue interventions aimed at
sustainable development (value creation, equity and resilience, education and
training, and participatory governance).

Our study makes three general contributions. First, it highlights how aca-

For a review, see Wilson et al. 2017.

For similar considerations, see McGhie 2020.
15 Quinn 2006.

16 Berrone et al. 2023; Seele et al. 2021.
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demic articles and practitioner documents frame the contribution of cultural
institutions and festivals to sustainable development and bridges both bodies of
knowledge. Second, it shows that, although academic articles and practitioner
documents address sustainable development’s economic, cultural, social, and
environmental dimensions, they tend to focus mainly on the social dimen-
sion, devoting less attention to the others (particularly the environmental one).
Third, it offers scholars and practitioners a more nuanced understanding of
the complex and multifaceted role of cultural institutions and festivals in ad-
vancing sustainable development, thus informing future research and guiding
policy and practice aimed at enhancing this role.

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we present our re-
view methods. We then provide a descriptive overview of the academic articles
and practitioner documents included in our review and illustrate our findings.
Finally, we outline relevant future research avenues and our review’s practical
and policy implications.

2. Review methods

We conducted an interpretive review to explore how cultural institutions
and festivals contribute to sustainable development?. This type of review is
particularly suited to our purpose for three main reasons. First, it helps syn-
thesize heterogeneous and fragmented studies'®, as in the case of the extant
literature on cultural institutions and festivals, which draws on multiple meth-
ods, concepts, and theoretical perspectives from different disciplines, such as
organization studies, sociology, marketing, and urban and regional studies.
Second, an interpretive approach is especially appropriate when the research
goal goes beyond simple cross-referencing and seeks to provide clear and prac-
tical insights that «have an impact on audiences»'’ by integrating theoretical
and empirical knowledge on a specific topic. Third, an interpretive approach
makes it possible for accounts of «independent studies covering a phenomenon

17 We deemed it important to distinguish between cultural institutions and festivals throu-
ghout the paper. Cultural institutions and festivals both strive to preserve and/or promote cultu-
ral heritage and favor artistic expression, but they do so according to a fundamentally different
temporal logic. Cultural institutions are stable, place-based organizations operating all-year
round — or, more generally, on a long-term basis — and emphasizing sustained cultural enga-
gement and continuity in their activities (Ernst et al. 2016; Hedges 2021). In contrast, cultural
festivals are temporary, time-bound events — often annual or otherwise recurring — designed to
concentrate cultural experiences into a limited time window (Andersson et al. 2012; Arcodia,
Whitford 2006).

18 Berrone et al. 2023; Seele et al. 2021.

% Berrone et al. 2023, p. 321.
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of interest by means of reviewers creating and associating their own subjective
and intersubjective meanings as they interact with the literature»*°. Unlike
systematic or integrative reviews, interpretive reviews synthesize knowledge by
combining induction and interpretation into general findings*!.

Our review draws on both academic articles and practitioner documents.
Regarding academic articles, we focused on peer-reviewed empirical and con-
ceptual articles from high-impact journals to include validated knowledge that
is more likely to be impactful for both theory and practice??. In doing so, we
limited our database search to articles from journals ranked in the Academic
Journal Guide (AJG)?* published by the Chartered Association of Business
Schools in 2021%4. We adopted a multistep process to define our final review
sample (see Fig. 1). As a first step, we searched for articles in the Scopus data-
base using the following search string:

(“cultural institution® OR “cultural organization*” OR “performing art*” OR “ballet”
OR “dance” OR “music*” OR “opera” OR “orchestra” OR “theat*” OR “museum*”
OR “cultural heritage” OR “festival*” OR “archive*” OR “librar*”) AND (“sustaina-
bility” OR “sustainable development” OR “SDG*” OR “public polic*” OR “sustainable
polic*” OR “impact assessment” OR “social value*” OR “economic value*” OR “envi-
ronmental value*” OR “cultural value*” OR “cultural impact*” OR “social impact*” OR
“environmental impact*” OR “economic impact™” OR “societal challenge*” OR “grand
challenge*” OR “wicked problem*” OR “CSR” OR “corporate social” OR “corporate
responsibility” OR “corporate citizenship” OR “corporate accountability” OR “corpo-
rate philanthropy” OR “environmental disclosure*” OR “environmental accounting”
OR “social accounting” OR “social screening”).

We used Boolean operators (e.g., AND, OR) and wildcards (e.g., “muse-
um*”; “theat*”, “librar*”) to capture variations and synonyms across key-
words. We selected keywords that had already been validated in previous re-
views?* and could help us account for the heterogeneity of cultural institutions
and festivals (e.g., in terms of types of institutions and artistic fields?¢). We also
considered a wide range of keywords to capture the multifaceted role of cul-
tural institutions and festivals. For instance, we combined more general key-

20 Kunisch et al. 2023, p. 17.
21 Seele et al. 2021.
2 Podsakoff et al. 20035; see also Berrone et al. 2023.

23 The AJG combines peer review, expert judgments, and citation scores to rank journals
based on their academic impact, differentiating across multiple fields (e.g., organization studies,
marketing, urban and regional studies). The ranking is available at the following link: <https://
charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide>, 20.08.2025.

24 For similar considerations, see Bembom, Schwens 2018; Komander, Konig 2024.

25 See Azmat et al. 2023; Berrone et al. 2023; Komander, Konig 2024; Malik 2015.

26 In defining the types of cultural institutions to be included in our review, we referred to
performing arts organizations (theaters, opera houses, and dance organizations) and heritage
organizations (museums, libraries, and archives) — see Castafier 2014; Dubini et al. 2020.

o


https://charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide
https://charteredabs.org/academic-journal-guide
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words related to sustainability, sustainable development, and public policies
with more targeted keywords to explore how cultural institutions and festivals
address sustainability-related challenges from different perspectives. These
targeted keywords included terms relating to the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), corporate social responsibility (CSR), corporate accountability,
and corporate citizenship.

In this first step, we decided not to set any specific time frame for our
database search to retrieve as many relevant articles as possible. This choice
reflects the multifaceted role played by cultural institutions and festivals in
advancing sustainable development, as well as the different types of institu-
tions (and related academic debates) that could be potentially included in our
review (e.g., museums, theaters, dance organizations, opera houses, libraries,
and archives). We renewed the database search multiple times between Febru-
ary 2024 and March 2025 to ensure an updated review, retrieving an initial
sample of 796 articles.

As a second step, we screened the retrieved articles for relevance. More
specifically, we read titles and abstracts and excluded those articles that did
not align with the focus of our review. We excluded articles that referred to
culture, creativity, or the arts only in broader terms, without focusing on cul-
tural institutions and festivals as a key part of their theoretical framework or
empirical setting. As a result, we narrowed our sample to 211 articles.

We then conducted a full text screening of the retained articles, further nar-
rowing our sample to 59 articles. In this step, we excluded any articles that did
not explicitly address the contribution of cultural institutions and festivals to at
least one of the four dimensions of sustainable development (i.e., economic, cul-
tural, social, and environmental). Subsequently, we applied “snowballing tech-
niques” by examining the reference lists of the 59 previously screened articles
to identify additional high-impact studies that might have been missed in the
initial database search. This combination of systematic database screening and
snowballing (i.e., pursuing further studies through reference tracking) is recog-
nized for maximizing the yield of relevant literature?”. Through this process, we
identified a final review sample of 81 articles?® published in 29 academic jour-
nals (see Tab. 1). In defining our final sample, we followed a principle of “sat-
uration”, thus including articles that could offer adequate coverage and a good
sense of how scholars address the local impacts of multiple types of cultural in-
stitutions and festivals as well as their contribution to sustainable development?’.

In parallel, we gathered policy papers, research reports, and other institu-
tional documents that addressed the contribution of cultural institutions and

27 Kunisch et al. 2023.
28 Table 3 in the Appendix lists the academic articles included in the review.
2% For similar considerations, see Kunisch et al. 2023.
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festivals to socio-economic development at the urban, regional, or national
level, as well as to the design of more sustainable policy interventions, urban
regeneration initiatives, and social innovation processes. Between February
2024 and March 2025, we conducted multiple advanced searches on Google,
using the same search string we deployed to gather academic articles. As with
the academic articles, we chose not to set any specific time frame in this first
step, aiming to retrieve as many relevant documents as possible. We initially
retrieved 45 documents published by international research institutions, inter-
governmental bodies, and non-governmental organizations such as UNESCO,
ICOM, NEMO, OECD, the World Health Organization, and the European
Commission. We then screened the retrieved documents for relevance, reach-
ing a final sample of 33 documents’. We selected documents based on their
sources’ credibility and content, retaining only those that were centered on
cultural institutions and festivals and were explicitly linked to sustainable de-
velopment.

We analyzed the retained 81 academic articles and 33 practitioner docu-
ments to inductively explore how scholars and practitioners have addressed
how cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustainable development.
In doing so, we followed the iterative approach suggested by Corbin and
Strauss?!. Each author read the retained articles and documents autonomously
and coded specific examples of activities devised by cultural institutions and
festivals (e.g., live performances, exhibitions, community events, public talks,
tourism- or welfare-oriented activities, educational and vocational training
activities and programs), as well as how these activities could contribute to
either economic, cultural, social, or environmental dimensions of sustainable
development. We then shared and discussed our own codes in three sessions
organized throughout the analytical process until we converged on a common
interpretation of how academic articles and practitioner documents addressed
our research topic. During this step, we also kept track of recurring patterns
and connections across different articles and documents, highlighting comple-
mentarities or tensions among their findings®?.

Regarding academic articles, we identified six sub-mechanisms into which
we could reconduct the previously coded activities: nurturing social cobesion,
mobilizing local identity, supporting health and well-being, fostering social
inclusion, enhancing skills and capabilities, and raising awareness. Then, we
reconducted these different sub-mechanisms into three broader mechanisms
that illustrate how cultural institutions and festivals effectively contribute to
sustainable development: connecting, caring, and empowering. Regarding

30 Table 4 in the Appendix lists the practitioner documents included in the review.
31 Corbin, Strauss 1990.
32 Denyer, Tranfield 2006.
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practitioner documents, we identified four key policy areas where policymak-
ers leverage cultural institutions and festivals to pursue interventions aimed
at sustainable development: value creation, equity and resilience, education
and training, and participatory governance. Finally, we analyzed the interplay
between the mechanisms identified in the academic literature and the policy
areas emerging from practitioner documents.

After providing a descriptive overview of the reviewed articles and docu-
ments, we illustrate the three mechanisms, four policy areas, and their inter-
play in the following section.

We only searched for AJG-ranked articles (ranked from 1 to 4%)
Search strategy: "ARTICLE TITLE, ABSTRACT, KEYWORDS" in Scopus
Search string: (“cultural OR “cultural OR “performing
art*” OR “ballet” OR “dance” OR “music*” OR “opera” OR “orchestra” OR “theat*”
OR “museum*” OR “cultural heritage” OR “festival*” OR “archive*” OR “librar*")
AND ( OR p OR “SDG* OR “public polic*"
IDENTIFICATION Articles identified through Scopus: OR “sustainable polic*” OR “impact assessment” OR "social value*” OR
_ [€— “economic value*” OR “environmental value* OR “cultural value™ OR “cultural
N =796 impact™” OR “social impact™” OR impact™” OR " impact™”
OR “societal challenge*” OR “grand challenge*” OR “wicked problem*” OR “CSR"
OR “corp: social” OR “ ibility” OR “ iti " OR
OR p py” OR “
disclosure*” OR “environmental accounting” OR “social accounting” OR “social
screening”)
Retained arficiesiatienscreening \of We excluded articles that did not focus on cultural institutions
titles and abstracts: [€— and festivals as a key part of their theoretical framework or
N=211 empirical setting
SCREENING AND
RELEVANCE
ASSESSMENT
Retained articles after full-text We excluded articles that did not explicitly address the
screening: [€<— contribution of cultural institutions and festivals to at least one of
N =59 the four dimensions of sustainable development
--------------------- We screened the reference lists of retained articles to
identify further relevant articles to be included
Final review sample: Retained articles through "snowballing": N = 22
INCLUSION N =81

Fig. 1. PRISMA diagram illustrating the multistep process used to select the academic ar-
ticles included in the review (Source: own elaboration)

Journal title Number of articles

Journal of Sustainable Tourism 12

Event Management

International Journal of Heritage Studies

Journal of Rural Studies

Cities

International Journal of Cultural Policy

Museum Management and Curatorship

Blululu|a]a|9

Journal of Policy Research in Tourism, Leisure and Events
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International Journal of Arts Management 3
International Journal of Event and Festival Management 3
Current Issues in Tourism 2
Journal of Cleaner Production 2
Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism 2
Tourism Recreation Research 2
Culture and Organization 1
European Journal of Sustainable Development 1
European Planning Studies 1
Frontiers in Psychology 1
International Journal of Culture Tourism and Hospitality Research 1
Journal of Business Research 1
Journal of Convention & Event Tourism 1
Journal of Cultural Economics 1
Journal of Documentation 1
Local Economy 1
Poetics 1
The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society 1
Tourism Culture & Communication 1
Tourism Management 1
Tourism Management Perspectives 1

Tab. 1. Distribution of academic articles in the final review sample by journal (Source: own
elaboration)

3. Findings
3.1. Descriptive overview of academic articles and practitioner documents

Tab. 2 and Fig. 2 illustrate the distribution of academic articles included
in our final review sample, along with their annual citation counts and cu-
mulative total citations per year. These articles were published between 2002
and 2025, with the number of articles increasing more significantly in the last
decade; notably, nearly two thirds were published after 2015. This pattern
reflects a growing scholarly interest, across multiple disciplines, in the contri-
bution of cultural institutions and festivals to sustainable development.
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From a methodological viewpoint, the academic literature is predominantly
empirical (over 90%), primarily relying on qualitative methods. Approximate-
ly half of the articles focus on cultural festivals, while the remainder examine
cultural institutions — either as a collective category or by analyzing specific
types, primarily museums, and to a lesser extent, libraries, theaters, opera
houses, and dance organizations. This distribution reflects broader develop-
ments within academic discourse. For instance, in disciplines such as organi-
zation studies, marketing, and urban and regional studies, articles examining
the social impacts of cultural festivals and their contribution to sustainable de-
velopment are well established, often alongside efforts to evaluate and monitor
their economic impacts®. In contrast, scholarly attention to the contribution
of cultural institutions to sustainable development has emerged more recently
in such disciplines3*.

Regarding their geographical distribution, nearly 80% of the studies focus
on specific national contexts, covering 30 countries. The United Kingdom (n =
20) and Australia (n = 12) are the most represented, followed by Canada (n =
5) and the United States (n = 4). Europe, North America, and Oceania domi-
nate the sample, with comparatively limited representation from Africa, Asia,
and South America, reflecting prevailing research trends that give more visi-
bility to cultural actors operating in the Global North. Notably, no significant
differences that could be attributed to specific national characteristics across
the covered studies emerged.

The articles in the sample have collectively garnered approximately 4,300
citations, with citation rates increasing steadily over time (Tab. 2), further
indicating a growing scholarly interest in the contribution of cultural institu-
tions and festivals to sustainable development.

Year Number of articles Cumulative total citations Citations per year
published per year of articles per year (as in Scopus)
(N = 81) (as in Scopus)

2002 2 555 555

2003 1 660 105

2004 1 782 122

2005 0 782 0

2006 2 1340 558

2007 2 1711 371

2008 1 1758 47

3 Leone, Montanari 2022; Mair, Duffy 2018; Pasanen et al. 2009; Quinn et al. 2021.
3% Azmat et al. 2018.
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2009 4 1919 161
2010 3 2265 346
2011 1 2296 31
2012 3 2410 114
2013 3 2588 178
2014 1 2672 84
2015 4 2899 227
2016 S 3078 179
2017 6 3377 299
2018 9 3618 241
2019 N 3911 293
2020 3 3991 80
2021 8 4162 171
2022 9 4276 114
2023 1 4300 24
2024 S 4319 19
2025 2 4320 1

Tab. 2. Number of academic articles, cumulative total citations, and citations per year
(Source: own elaboration)

10 5000
9

11

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

C—Sum of articles published per year (total number of articles = 81)

Cumulative total citations of sample articles (as stated in Scopus) per year

Fig. 2. Distribution and total cumulative citations of academic articles per year (Source:
own elaboration)
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Our analysis shows that practitioner documents primarily serve two pur-
poses: (1) they report practical evidence of how cultural institutions and fes-
tivals contribute to sustainable development at urban, regional, and national
levels; (2) they provide recommendations and best practices to enhance the
role of cultural institutions and festivals within policy interventions targeting
sustainable development. Unlike the academic literature, which tends to focus
more extensively on cultural festivals, practitioner documents place greater
emphasis on cultural institutions, particularly in relation to urban planning
and urban and regional development strategies and governance.

Both academic articles and practitioner documents reflect a growing recog-
nition of the role of culture in sustainable development, offering complementa-
ry perspectives. Whereas academic articles elucidate the mechanisms through
which cultural institutions and festivals directly contribute to sustainable de-
velopment, practitioner documents shed light on how policymakers leverage
cultural institutions and festivals to pursue interventions aimed at sustainable
development. Together, these two bodies of knowledge offer a comprehensive
understanding of the diverse ways cultural institutions and festivals contribute
to sustainable development.

3.2. Academic articles: how cultural institutions and festivals contribute
to sustainable development

Our interpretive review explores how cultural institutions and festivals con-
tribute to sustainable development, combining insights from both academic
articles and practitioner documents. Academic articles show the multifaceted
nature of this contribution, which can be categorized into three distinct mech-
anisms: connecting, caring, and empowering.

The following paragraphs detail each of these mechanisms and their asso-
ciated sub-mechanisms, illustrating the specific ways cultural institutions and
festivals contribute to sustainable development.

3.2.1. Connecting

The connecting mechanism illustrates how cultural institutions and festi-
vals strengthen interpersonal relationships, cultivate a sense of belonging, and
enhance the attractiveness of cities and regions.

In line with this, the connecting mechanism includes two sub-mechanisms:
nurturing social cobesion and mobilizing local identity.

3.2.1.1. Nurturing social cohesion
Cultural institutions and festivals nurture social cohesion by providing op-
portunities for community members to come together, share experiences, and
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engage in both formal and informal interactions®. Cultural festivals, in par-
ticular, are often designed with the explicit purpose of fostering interaction
across diverse population groups and overcoming barriers to cultural partici-
pation, thus leading to a greater sense of belonging and a more cohesive local
community*®. This can be achieved by staging exhibitions, live performances,
and public talks in locally significant public spaces, which serve as “neutral
environments” for social interaction and expose community members to di-
verse perspectives®’. In doing so, such initiatives help build connections across
social and cultural divides®. Similarly, many museums, theaters, and libraries
have incorporated community-oriented events and programs to encourage in-
teraction among people from varying age groups, ethnicities, or religious affil-
iations®’. Participation in these initiatives can help individuals develop a sense
of shared purpose and foster collaboration on creative projects that benefit
their territories*’.

Cultural institutions and festivals also nurture social cohesion by directly
involving residents in the design and organization of cultural activities. For
instance, individuals who volunteer with cultural institutions often report a
heightened sense of responsibility toward these institutions and the broader
local community*!. This sense of responsibility can, in turn, strengthen trust
and cooperation, facilitating collective responses to local challenges*. How-
ever, while such strengthened ties can provide several benefits, they may also
lead to the emergence of exclusionary dynamics by limiting engagement with
those perceived as outsiders®. To mitigate this risk, cultural institutions and
festivals should actively build connections within and beyond their immediate
communities, avoiding the promotion of «strong internal bonds at the expense
of inclusivity»*4. As a result, they can play a dual role: reinforcing intra-com-
munity relationships (a “bonding” role) and connecting community members
with external actors (a “bridging” role)®.

3.2.1.2. Mobilizing local identity
Cultural institutions and festivals mobilize local identity by serving as key
venues for celebrating and conveying shared traditions, meanings, and val-

3 Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Hassanli et al. 2021; Qu, Cheer 2021.
3¢ Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Black 2016; Mair, Duffy 2018.
37 Leone, Montanari 2022.

38 Dessein et al. 2015; Quinn et al. 2021.

3 Hassanli et al. 2021; van der Hoeven, Hitters 2019.

40 Lee 2013.

' Anwar-McHenry et al. 2018.

4 Barzano et al. 2020.

4 Black 2016.

4 Ibidem.

4 Black 2016; Mair, Duffy 2018.
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ues*®. Beyond offering entertainment and recreational opportunities, festivals
help sustain collective pride and renew the perceived identity of a city or re-
gion*’. Accordingly, they are frequently conceived as «community celebrations
[...] representative of the many aspects of the social and cultural fabric of the
community in which they are celebrated»*®. These events seek to enhance resi-
dents’ understanding of local cultural practices, strengthen identification with
the local community, and reinforce shared cultural meanings and narratives®.

Ducros (2017) and Bowers (2016) argue that ecomuseums in rural areas
preserve and transmit cultural and natural heritage to both residents and
tourists. In doing so, they transform local heritage into a resource that en-
hances territorial attractiveness and contributes to a more positive economic
outlook, while remaining anchored in local identity*®. Cultural institutions
can therefore contribute to sustainable development in rural areas and help
bridge the urban-rural divide®'. Furthermore, both cultural institutions and
festivals support local artists and creative professionals, helping them gain
recognition as important facets of local identity®2.

However, tensions arise from global phenomena affecting many cities
and regions, such as overtourism and gentrification, which risk eroding local
identity and undermining culture’s contribution to sustainable development.
These dynamics may prompt some institutions and festivals to prioritize a
market-driven logic in how they organize their services and activities, thus
giving precedence to tourist appeal or commercial success over cultural and
social goals®. As Aquilino and colleagues (2021) suggest, when festivals are
primarily framed as tools for tourist attraction, the preservation and promo-
tion of cultural heritage may be neglected, and the rich cultural meanings
associated with a community’s identity diluted — or even reconfigured — to
appeal to tourists.

In parallel, gentrification processes may displace local artists, craft work-
ers, and informal arts groups to more peripheral urban areas, weakening the
social and cultural fabric of central neighborhoods®*. As a result, cultural fes-
tivals, museums, theaters, and other institutions operating in gentrifying areas
may struggle to engage community members and cultural actors, as they risk
being perceived as less authentic or representative of local identity™.

4 Andersson et al. 2012; Aquilino et al. 2021; Simdes, Almeida Carreira 2012.

47 Hassanli et al. 2021; Leone, Montanari 2022.

4 Arcodia, Whitford 2006, p. 13.

Black 2016; Hassanli et al. 2021.

50 Ducros 2017; see also Bowers 2016.

St Aquilino et al. 2021; Gamble 2022; Hjalager, Kwiatkowski 2018; Mahon ez al. 2018.
32 Leone, Montanari 2022.

33 Madandola, Boussaa 2023.

5 Andres 2011.

55 Madandola, Boussaa 2023.
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To address these challenges, cultural institutions and festivals should strike
a balance between commercial and community-oriented objectives*®. By do-
ing so, they can ensure economic viability and promote cultural participation
across all population segments, effectively integrating a focus on the cultural
dimension of sustainable development with attention to its economic and so-
cial dimensions.

3.2.2. Caring

The caring mechanism illustrates how cultural institutions and festivals
improve access to welfare provision, mitigate exclusionary dynamics, and fa-
vor the inclusion of individuals and groups from more fragile areas of society.

In line with this, the caring mechanism includes two sub-mechanisms: sup-
porting health and well-being and fostering social inclusion.

3.2.2.1. Supporting health and well-being

Cultural institutions and festivals are increasingly recognized for their
contribution to people’s health and well-being. Several studies associate cul-
tural participation with a wide range of positive outcomes, including stress
reduction, improved mental health, enhanced self-esteem, and greater overall
life satisfaction®”. In this regard, Wood and Smith (2004) highlight culture’s
«therapeutic in the broadest sense» quality’®, underscoring its positive impact
for both artists and audiences. Cultural institutions and festivals also provide
opportunities for artistic expression that promote personal growth, vitality,
and social connection®. These benefits are especially valuable for younger in-
dividuals, who may leverage such experiences to improve their social skills and
develop a stronger sense of self and identity®°.

In rural areas and small-sized cities, where access to public health services
is more limited, cultural institutions are increasingly expected to complement
their traditional functions with social- and welfare-oriented services and activ-
ities®'. Through such efforts, they aim to reduce social isolation and promote
pro-social behaviors®?. Public libraries, in particular, have played an important
role in this regard, actively working to overcome barriers to cultural participa-
tion in underserved territories and contributing to the health and well-being of
the communities they serve®.

3¢ Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Hjalager, Kwiatkowski 2018; Quinn 2006; Robertson ez al. 2009.
57 Wheatley, Bickerton 2017.

58 Wood, Smith 2004, p. 100 (quoted by Wheatley, Bickerton 2017, p. 28).

3% Azmat et al. 2018; Wood, Dashper 2021.

% Wood, Dashper 2021.

¢ Wheatley, Bickerton 2017.

%2 Anwar-McHenry et al. 2018; Black 2016; Mair, Duffy 2018.

3 Colibaba, Skinner 2019.
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Cultural institutions and festivals can also engage local authorities,
third-sector organizations, and companies in social innovation initiatives to ad-
dress community needs unmet by traditional welfare systems or market-based
solutions®*. Furthermore, cultural institutions can promote the well-being of
artists and creative professionals by advocating for improved social protection,
job security, and work-life balance®. Another way cultural institutions con-
tribute to individual and collective well-being is by supporting openness and
tolerance for any form of diversity®. Finally, as Courchesne and colleagues®”
note, delivering services and activities focused on health and well-being also
benefits cultural institutions themselves as they can improve their image and
strengthen their relationships with donors, sponsors, and visitors.

3.2.2.2. Fostering social inclusion

Cultural institutions and festivals foster social inclusion by providing in-
dividuals and groups from more vulnerable segments of society with “safe”
and “nonjudgmental” spaces for social interaction and for expressing artistic
talent and cultural values®. Recent studies have emphasized the potential of
cultural festivals to «promote equality, cultural diversity, inclusion, good com-
munity relations, and human rights [...] and foster civic norms that support the
capacity for living with difference in otherwise segmented cities»®. Therefore,
cultural festivals can build bridges across different cultural and social groups,
challenging stereotypes, promoting intercultural understanding, and encour-
aging the sharing and hybridization of artistic practices™.

Cultural institutions, too, are under growing scrutiny regarding how they
embed a social purpose into their activities and act as agents of inclusion at both
individual and societal levels”. Scholars note that many institutions pursue this
purpose by co-creating exhibitions, workshops, and other cultural and educa-
tional activities in collaboration with community members’?. These initiatives
can bring together people from different age groups, religious affiliations, and
national origins, responding to their specific needs’. In parallel, many museums
have sought to promote gender equality in the cultural sectors by showcasing
the work of female artists and appointing women to curatorial and leadership

64 Kiddey 2018; Lucchi et al. 2024.

65 Mahon et al. 2018.

¢ Anwar-McHenry et al. 2018; Chou et al. 2018; Quinn ef al. 2021; Wood, Dashper 2021.
7 Courchesne et al. 2017.

68 Azmat et al. 2018; Hassanli et al. 2021.

% Quinn et al. 2021, p. 2.

70 Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Black 2016; Hassanli ez al. 2021.

71 Azmat et al. 2018.

72 Kiddey 2018; Qu, Cheer 2021; Santos Silva et al. 2018.

73 Azmat et al. 2018; Barron, Leask 2017.
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roles’. Opera houses and theaters have likewise demonstrated their potential to
foster social inclusion by involving children, adolescents, older people, or people
with disabilities both as performers and audience members’.

Despite these efforts, cultural institutions and festivals continue to face per-
sistent challenges related to limited financial resources or a lack of dedicated
staff’®. They may also encounter difficulties establishing partnerships and net-
works with public and private actors”’. Finally, museums are sometimes still
perceived as “elitist” by specific population groups due to the nature of their
collections or programming, which may limit their ability to engage broader
audiences and fully promote social inclusion’.

3.2.3. Empowering

The empowering mechanism illustrates how cultural institutions and festivals
improve the skills, capabilities, and awareness of individuals, groups, and organi-
zations, enabling them to address sustainability-related challenges more effectively.

In line with this, the empowering mechanism includes two sub-mecha-
nisms: enhancing skills and capabilities and raising awareness.

3.2.3.1. Enhancing skills and capabilities

Cultural institutions and festivals promote skill development for young-
er individuals (e.g., students, researchers, early-career professionals, and ear-
ly-stage entrepreneurs) alongside lifelong learning opportunities for diverse
population segments”. In recent years, many museums, libraries, and other
institutions have organized seminars, workshops, and courses aimed at help-
ing students, researchers, and community members in general develop creative
skills®. Some institutions also support emerging artists and creative entrepre-
neurs and professionals through vocational training and mentoring focused on
organizational, entrepreneurial, and networking skills®'. As a result, they help
people working in the cultural sectors structure and manage the early stages
of their careers or the launch of new cultural enterprises.

By offering education and training, cultural institutions and festivals also
help diffuse specialized artistic and craft skills among younger generations,
ensuring the survival of culturally significant practices®?. In doing so, they

7 Duxbury et al. 2017.

For similar considerations, see Guachalla 2017.

76 Hedges 2021; Zutshi et al. 2021.

Andres 2011; Bell, Jayne 2010; Gamble 2022.

For similar considerations, see Azmat et al. 2018.

7 Giliberto, Labadi 2022; Mair, Duffy 2018; O’Sullivan, Jackson 2002.
80 Ernst et al. 2016; Giliberto, Labadi 2022.
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integrate heritage preservation with the development of professional skills and
capabilities required to sustain artistic or craft-based careers. Many museums
and festivals have also begun promoting lifelong learning through several ini-
tiatives, such as exhibitions, live performances, and community engagement
programs, designed to expand local knowledge on various sustainability-re-
lated topics®’. Through these initiatives, they can deepen the understanding
of environmental challenges within their local communities, simultaneously
strengthening people’s skills and capabilities and positively influencing their
behaviors and attitudes toward environmental sustainability®*.

Cultural institutions and festivals often collaborate with local authorities,
universities, and cultural associations to position themselves as alternative
venues for knowledge sharing and research about sustainability-related topics
at both urban and regional levels®. This is particularly evident in museums,
which have increasingly integrated education, training, and knowledge dis-
semination into their core mission alongside preserving, exhibiting, and pro-
moting cultural heritage®. However, museums still face significant challeng-
es, such as constrained budgets, limited expertise, and low staff motivation,
which may hinder the design, delivery, and outward communication of educa-
tional, training, and knowledge dissemination activities®’.

3.2.3.2. Raising awareness

Cultural institutions and festivals contribute to raising awareness of sus-
tainability-related challenges and fostering active engagement — both individ-
ual and collective — toward sustainable development®®. For instance, cultural
institutions and festivals can raise awareness through thematic exhibitions,
public talks, seminars, and workshops that address pressing issues such as
climate change, economic and social inequalities, and socio-political polar-
ization. These initiatives stimulate ideas, dialogue, and collective sensemaking
across individuals and groups, encouraging community driven responses to
challenges affecting cities and regions®’.

Many institutions and festivals further empower local communities to ad-
vance sustainable development, for instance, by inspiring them to advocate
for and participate in preserving locally based cultural and natural heritage®.
They can also help individuals and groups confront ongoing exclusionary dy-

83 Barzano et al. 2020; Black 2016.

4 Lucchi ef al. 2024; Mair, Laing 2013.

> McGhie 2020.

¢ Ernst et al. 2016; Song et al. 2024; Wickham, Lehman 2015.
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namics. For instance, Azmat and colleagues (2018) show that museums can
promote intercultural exchange and reduce polarization by co-designing arts-
based initiatives with companies. Similarly, Ernst and colleagues (2016) argue
that involvement in arts-based initiatives raises companies’ awareness of social
and environmental challenges and prompts more transparent and responsible
corporate practices.

In addition, many cultural institutions have introduced initiatives to raise
awareness among artists, creative professionals, and residents of the need to
foster greater inclusivity and accessibility within cultural experiences’. How-
ever, focusing on climate change awareness initiatives, McGhie (2020) cau-
tions that such initiatives often lack a clear emphasis on practical actions and
measurable outcomes, which are crucial for supporting long-term engagement
and concrete action.

3.3. Practitioner documents: how policymakers leverage cultural institu-
tions and festivals to pursue interventions aimed at sustainable development

Whereas academic articles enabled us to identify the mechanisms through
which cultural institutions and festivals directly contribute to sustainable de-
velopment, practitioner documents provided insights into how policymakers
leverage cultural institutions and festivals to pursue interventions aimed at
sustainable development. Together, these two bodies of knowledge offer a
comprehensive understanding of the diverse ways cultural institutions and fes-
tivals contribute to sustainable development.

Specifically, practitioner documents show that policymakers leverage cul-
tural institutions and festivals across four key policy areas: value creation,
equity and resilience, education and training, and participatory governance.
These documents also illustrate how each policy area encompasses multiple
SDGs, further explaining how cultural institutions and festivals can enable the
achievement of a broad set of goals (see Table 5 in the Appendix).

The following paragraphs detail each of the four policy areas we identified
by reviewing practitioner documents.

3.3.1. Policy areas

3.3.1.1. Value creation

The value creation policy area illustrates how policymakers leverage cultur-
al institutions and festivals to promote sustainable economic growth, enhance
territorial attractiveness, and stimulate innovation and entrepreneurship. In
this regard, cultural institutions and festivals can be integrated into tourism

%1 Song et al. 2024.
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development strategies and broader policy frameworks targeting professionals
and entrepreneurs in the cultural sectors®®. Cultural institutions and festivals
are frequently portrayed as local development “cornerstones” capable of im-
proving the image of cities and regions, reinforcing place identity, and generat-
ing new employment and business opportunities®.

Simultaneously, cultural institutions and festivals emerge as policy tools for
regenerating abandoned or underused historical buildings and former indus-
trial sites. These urban regeneration initiatives seek to create vibrant cultural
quarters that attract and retain creative talent while improving the image of
economically marginalized neighborhoods’*. However, the success of these
initiatives depends on the ability of local authorities to balance the influx of
new creative entrepreneurs and professionals, residents, and tourists with the
need to preserve the existing social and cultural fabric of areas undergoing
transformation®. When this balance is achieved, cultural institutions and fes-
tivals can be effectively leveraged to foster sustainable economic growth in
both smaller and larger cities.

Finally, in recent years, museums and other cultural institutions have also
been mobilized as platforms for collaboration among local stakeholders, par-
ticularly within innovation and knowledge transfer initiatives *.

3.3.1.2. Equity and resilience

The equity and resilience policy area highlights how policymakers leverage
cultural institutions and festivals to incorporate the needs of diverse individ-
uals and groups — particularly those from more vulnerable segments of soci-
ety — into policy interventions. In doing so, they enhance local communities’
capacity to respond to sustainability-related challenges.

For instance, policy interventions aimed at social inclusion often engage
museums in designing and delivering services, activities, and programs to fos-
ter dialogue and mutual understanding among individuals and groups from
different social and cultural backgrounds®”. At the same time, there is increas-
ing policy recognition of the contribution of cultural participation to individ-
ual and collective health and well-being”®. This has led to a growing number
of policies that integrate culture into welfare provision, for instance through
the allocation of resources to arts-on-prescription schemes. These schemes
constitute a form of culture-based social prescribing in which healthcare or

2. OECD/ICOM 2019; OECD 2022a, 2022b, 2022c.

% Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2022; OECD 2022c¢, 2022d; UCLG 2016; UNESCO 2019.
*4 OECD/ICOM 2019; OECD 2022a; UCLG 2018a, 2018b.

% UNESCO/World Bank 2021.

% European Commission 2022a, 2022b; OECD/ICOM 2019.

%7 NEMO 2024.

% Fancourt, Finn 2019.
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community professionals formally refer people to structured arts and cultur-
al activities as part of their care pathway, with the aim of improving mental
health, reducing loneliness, and strenghtening social connections®.

Within this framework, policymakers also frame cultural institutions and
festivals as crucial venues for identity formation among young people, sup-
porting their personal growth and ability to build relationships with others!°.
This role is particularly relevant in rural areas and lagging regions, where
cultural participation can help mitigate social isolation and foster stronger
community ties through shared experiences!!.

In addition, a growing number of policy initiatives aimed at reducing struc-
tural inequalities support museums and other cultural institutions in develop-
ing programs that ensure fair representation of marginalized individuals and
groups within the social and cultural fabric of cities and regions!®.

3.3.1.3. Education and training

The education and training policy area describes how policymakers lever-
age cultural institutions and festivals to promote capacity building. In recent
years, many local education offices have worked alongside museums and li-
braries to co-design hands-on programs that complement traditional school
curricula and weave artistic and creative skills into the teaching of STEM
subjects (i.e., Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics)'®.

Local and regional authorities also fund cultural activities and communi-
ty-oriented programs that spur collective reflection on local issues'’*. With-
in this scenario, they leverage museums to shift attitudes and inspire action
among community members on pressing economic, cultural, social, and envi-
ronmental challenges'®. At the same time, policymakers echo growing calls
for museums to boost staff digital, relational, and communication skills'*.

These developments suggest that the growing commitment of cultural in-
stitutions and festivals toward education is aligned with — and reinforced by
— policymakers’ efforts to define culture as a strategic component of their in-
terventions.

2 Napier et al., 2017. For a review on the impact of arts-on-prescription schemes on health
and well-being, see Jensen et al. 2024.

100" Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021.

101 UCLG 2018b.

102 European Commission 2022a, 2022b; UCLG 2016; UNESCO 20109.

103 This reflects the STEAM approach, which integrates the arts into STEM subjects — Scien-
ce, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics — to promote interdisciplinary forms of learning
and foster critical thinking, problem-solving, and creativity (see also OECD 2022d).

104 OECD/ICOM 2019.

105 NEMO 2022.

106 OECD 2022b.



HOW DO CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS AND FESTIVALS CONTRIBUTE TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT? 61

3.3.1.4. Participatory governance

The participatory governance policy area describes how policymakers
leverage cultural institutions and festivals to promote the active engagement
of diverse population segments and local stakeholders in the design and im-
plementation of policy interventions. Cultural institutions and festivals are
increasingly valued for their capacity to foster civic participation and facilitate
collaboration among residents, businesses, local authorities, universities, and
third-sector organizations. Accordingly, policymakers often embed them in
policy interventions as “community hubs” that bring together a broad range
of actors and support the development of cooperative networks!”’.

These networks may span multiple sectors, contributing to the formation of
dynamic local ecosystems capable of addressing the localized impacts of com-
plex global challenges!®s. Museums and libraries, in particular, can play a key
role in attuning the implementation of the SDGs with the specific needs and
priorities of local communities!?”. Policymakers leverage the strong embedded-
ness and deep understanding of community needs of such institutions to trans-
late higher-level policy goals, strategies, and frameworks into place-based in-
terventions'’. Cultural institutions and festivals contribute to these interven-
tions through various participatory practices such as organizing calls for ideas,
living labs, or hackathons that engage residents and other local stakeholders in
co-designing context-sensitive solutions. These initiatives can also create feed-
back loops, where cultural institutions and festivals give policymakers insights
into the effectiveness and reception of their policy interventions!!!.

3.4. Bridging academic articles and practitioner documents

The last step of our analysis consisted of highlighting the interactions be-
tween the mechanisms identified in the academic literature (i.e., connecting,
caring, and empowering) and the policy areas emerging from practitioner doc-
uments (i.e., value creation, equity and resilience, education and training, and
participatory governance). This step allowed us to bridge theoretical insights
and policy practices by mapping how each mechanism supports one or more
policy areas.

The resulting framework (see Fig. 3) offers an integrated perspective on
how cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustainable development,
showing the policy areas that each mechanism primarily underpins.

107 Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021.

108 OECD 2022b.

109 Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2022; McGhie 2023.
110 UCLG 2018a.
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Fig. 3. Links between mechanisms and policy areas (Source: own elaboration)

The connecting mechanism primarily underpins three policy areas: value
creation, equity and resilience, and participatory governance. When cultural
institutions and festivals mobilize local identity, they contribute to policy inter-
ventions oriented toward value creation by driving urban regeneration, boosting
territorial attractiveness, and expanding employment and business opportuni-
ties. As a result, culture becomes a key economic resource within local contexts.
Furthermore, the capacity of cultural institutions and festivals to foster social
cohesion reinforces policy efforts aimed at building more equitable and resilient
local communities. Stronger social cohesion also facilitates participatory gover-
nance by uniting residents, companies, and third-sector organizations around a
shared purpose, motivating them to tackle common challenges together.

The caring mechanism primarily underpins the policy area of equity and
resilience. By fostering social inclusion, cultural institutions and festivals sup-
port policy interventions that address structural inequalities and broaden ac-
cess to culture across all segments of society. Cultural institutions and festivals
also support health and well-being at both individual and societal levels, fur-
ther promoting equity and resilience within their local communities.

The empowering mechanism primarily underpins two policy areas: edu-
cation and training and participatory governance. Through seminars, work-
shops, courses, and research-oriented activities, cultural institutions and
festivals emerge as alternative learning spaces that policymakers leverage to
promote skill development and lifelong learning across various domains and
population segments. As such, many institutions and festivals have contribut-
ed to policy interventions focused on education and learning in recent years.
By enhancing skills and capabilities and increasing awareness of sustainabil-
ity-related challenges, cultural institutions and festivals also stimulate civic
engagement and collective action; therefore, they have the potential to inform
and support policy efforts oriented toward participatory governance.
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4. Conclusion

Cultural institutions and festivals are increasingly important in advanc-
ing sustainable development. Research has shown that they can contribute to
sustainable development by engaging community members in initiatives that
improve health and well-being at both individual and societal levels''?. As a
result, cultural institutions and festivals promote access to culture across di-
verse demographic groups, including those from more fragile areas of soci-
ety''3. Recent studies have also highlighted their role in delivering positive
economic outcomes by attracting tourists and creative talent and offering job
opportunities in their local contexts'™. Simultaneously, cultural institutions
and festivals help renew the image and attractiveness of cities and regions''’,
sustain collective pride''®, and enhance civic engagement'?. They also support
the regeneration of abandoned buildings and can positively influence people’s
behaviors and attitudes toward environmental sustainability'!®. Thanks to this
wide range of positive outcomes, cultural institutions and festivals are increas-
ingly recognized for their potential to contribute to all four dimensions of
sustainable development (i.e., economic, cultural, social, and environmental).

Despite this growing recognition, the specific mechanisms through which
cultural institutions and festivals generate value across the four dimensions of
sustainable development remain conceptually fragmented. To address this gap,
we conducted an interpretive review combining insights from academic arti-
cles and practitioner documents to offer an original framework to depict how
cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustainable development. In
particular, whereas academic articles enabled us to identify three mechanisms
through which cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustainable de-
velopment (connecting, caring, and empowering), practitioner documents al-
lowed us to uncover four key policy areas across which policymakers leverage
cultural institutions and festivals to pursue interventions aimed at sustainable
development (value creation, equity and resilience, education and training,
and participatory governance).

By analyzing the academic and practitioner literature, our review also iden-
tifies several blind spots in the current debate, pointing to promising avenues
for future research. Future studies should attempt to uncover the potential in-

112 Colibaba, Skinner 2019; Wheatley, Bickerton 2017.

13 Azmat et al. 2018; Hassanli ez al. 2021; Song et al. 2024.

114 Arcodia, Whitford 2006; Black 2016; Hjalager, Kwiatkowski 2018; Leone, Montanari
2022.

115 Hassanli et al. 2021; Leone, Montanari 2022.

116 Getz 2009; Hassanli et al. 2021; Mair, Duffy 2018; Quinn ez al. 2021.

17 Wheatley, Bickerton 2017.

118 Ducros 2017; Ernst et al. 2016; Lucchi ez al. 2024; Mair, Laing 2013.
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terconnections among the three mechanisms identified in this study. Although
our review of academic articles identified three specific mechanisms through
which cultural institutions and festivals contribute to sustainable development,
we were not able to trace interaction effects among them. Future research could
also investigate the underlying factors that make certain types of cultural in-
stitutions more (or less) likely to activate specific mechanisms. We also call for
studies to explore in greater depth how cultural institutions and festivals can
function as local “hubs” that favor collaboration, cross-sectoral exchange, and
co-creation among diverse local stakeholders, such as residents, local authori-
ties, companies, universities, and actors operating in the cultural sectors. Cul-
tural institutions and festivals have the potential to intermediate relationships
among this broad set of stakeholders by nurturing social cohesion, inclusion,
and a greater sense of belonging!”’. As a result, they may assume a “semi-pub-
lic” role and emerge as an important component of the “social infrastructure”
in their territories, helping address pressing local issues'?’. Future research could
also examine how cultural institutions and festivals facilitate the alignment of
policy goals set at higher levels (e.g., national or supranational) with the needs
articulated by community members and other local stakeholders. Although
some academic articles and practitioner documents have explored this issue'?,
further work is needed.

We also call for research that investigates the internal organizational prac-
tices enabling cultural institutions and festivals to contribute to sustainable
development. This includes studying their coordination and communication
processes, as well as the skills and capabilities they require to integrate new
services and activities and generate value across various dimensions of sus-
tainable development. Furthermore, future studies should consider the role of
informal cultural actors — such as artist collectives, informal arts groups, and
cultural associations — whose contribution to sustainable development remains
underexplored. For instance, it would be important to study how these infor-
mal actors complement the multifaceted role of more formalized cultural insti-
tutions, especially when the latter struggle to meet the needs of specific popu-
lation segments and local contexts. We also call for further research into how
cultural institutions and festivals contribute to the environmental dimension
of sustainable development, which has been overlooked compared to other
dimensions, particularly the social one. Finally, future studies could focus on
how cultural institutions and festivals balance cultural and social goals with

119 Getz 2009; Hassanli et al. 2021; OECD/ICOM 20109.

120 The term “social infrastructure” relates to «the structures and practices that people cre-
ate so as to enable social connections, social togetherness and social spaces come into being.
These structures may take material or built forms but they may also be immaterial networks,
associations and linkages that enable people to come together» (Quinn 20285, p. 2).

121 Andres 2011; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021.
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economic objectives, especially when public funding for culture is limited. In
this regard, exploring how they mobilize companies to strike such a balance
would be interesting, for instance in the context of arts-based initiatives and
CSR-related practices.

Our review also holds relevant practical and policy implications. It shows
how policymakers leverage cultural institutions and festivals to pursue policy
interventions aimed at sustainable development. In doing so, it emphasiz-
es the importance of adopting an “ecosystemic” approach in designing and
implementing public policies — i.e., one that rests on the active engagement
of cultural institutions and festivals in policy efforts as local “nodes” that
connect diverse actors. By underscoring the positive outcomes of cultural
institutions and festivals, our review also calls for renewed and more com-
prehensive forms of public support. Although direct financial support often
remains crucial, local authorities and policymakers may also focus on en-
hancing cultural institutions and festivals’ visibility, impact assessment sys-
tems, and fundraising capabilities. Finally, our review can help policymakers
further recognize the value of culture as a “transversal” tool to address eco-
nomic, cultural, social, and environmental challenges. This calls for a better
intertwining between culture-led and sustainability-oriented policies, and for
a long-term and more direct involvement of cultural institutions and festivals
in policymaking.
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. . The missing pillar: culture’s contribution to the
1. | British Council 2020 UN Sustainable Development Goals
Canadian Commission for Culture for SDGs toolkit: a practical guide to the
2. 2022 | United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
UNESCO . N .
for cultural and heritage organizations in Canada
3. | Center for Music Ecosystems 2021 | Your guide to music and the SDGs
. Culture in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda:
4. | Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2019 a report by the Culture 2030 Goal Campaign
5. | Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021 Cultur.e in the localization of t.he SDGs: an
analysis of voluntary local reviews
6. | Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2022 | A culture goal is essential for our common future
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7. Horlings, L. (COST EU) 2015 'Concl}lsm'ns from the COST Ac't{on 1S1007
investigating cultural sustainability
8. | European Commission 2018 Eur_opean framework for action on cultural
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9. | European Commission 2021 ..
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Report from the Commission to the European
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic
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11. | European Commission 2022b Stormy times. Nature and humans: cultural
courage for change
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12. | Fancourt, D.; Finn, S. (WHO) 2019 | improving health and well-being? A scoping
review
13. | ICOM 2022 Pre‘sentatlor,l of the proposal for a new definition
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14. | ICOM/OECD 2019 Culture and local development: maximising the
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IFLA (International Federation of Exemplars, educators, enablers: libraries and
15. . L 2018 . .
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16. | McGhie, H. (Curating Tomorrow) | 2023 Ijocal'lzmg thg SDGs through museums and
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17. | Knipper, M.; Lovell, R.; Ponarin, E.; | 2017 health approach to enhance policy-makin
Sanabria, E.; Felicity, T. (WHO) pp policy &
Museums in the climate crisis: survey results and
18. | NEMO 2022 | recommendations for the sustainable transition
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22. | OECD 2021 | creative sectors: note for Italy G20 Presidency
Culture Working Group
23. | OECD 2022a Cul.ture and the creative economy in Glasgow city
region, Scotland, United Kingdom
4. | OECD 2022b Culture and the creative economy in Emilia-
Romagna, Italy
25. | OECD 2022c¢ | Culture and the creative economy in Colombia
26. | OECD 2022d The culture fix: creative people, places and

industries




8o STEFANO RODIGHIERO, CARLO FUSARI, FABRIZIO MONTANARI, DAVIDE SORDI

Stevenson, D.; Barns, S.; Clements, L
27. | J.; Cmielewski, C.; Mar. P. 2019 Thlft: social impact of the NSW arts, screen and
(Institute for Culture and Society) cuiture programs
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urban development?
29 | UCLG 2018a Cu.lture in the SusFamable Development Goals: a
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Culturel2030 Indicators. Thematic indicators for
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Tab. 4. Practitioner documents included in the review

Policy areas

SDGs

Examples of practitioner documents

SDG 8 - Decent work and
economic growth

British Council 2020; European Commission 2021;
2022a; McGhie (Curating Tomorrow) 2023

SDG 9 - Industry, innova-

British Council 2020; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign

Value tion and infrastructure 2021; European Commission 20215 2022a
creation British Council 2020; Canadian Commission for
SDG 11 - Sustainable UNESCO 2022; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2019;
cities and communities 2021; European Commission 2021; UCLG 2016; 2018a;
2018b; UNESCO 2019
SDG 3 - Good health and | British Council 2020; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign
well-being 2021; McGhie (Curating Tomorrow) 2023; UCLG 2018a
British Council 2020; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign
SDG 5 - Gender equality | 2021; European Commission 2022; UCLG 2018a;
Equity and UNESCO 2019
resilience British Council 2020; Canadian Commission for
iSIEG ﬁt}e}zedu‘:ed UNESCO 2022; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021;
qu European Commission 20215 2022a; 2022b
SDG 11 - Sustainable McGhie (Curating Tomorrow) 2023; UCLG 2018a;
cities and communities 2018b
British Council 2020; Canadian Commission for
SDG 4 - Quality UNESCO 2022; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021;
education European Commission 20215 2022a; 2022b; McGhie
(Curating Tomorrow) 2023; UNESCO 2019
Education SDG 12 - Responsible British Council 2020; Canadian Commission for

and training

consumption and
production

UNESCO 2022; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021;
European Commission 20215 2022b; UCLG 2018a

SDG 13 - Climate action

Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021; 2022; European
Commission 2021; 2022b; McGhie (Curating Tomorrow)
2023
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Participatory
governance

SDG 11 - Sustainable
cities and communities

European Commission 2021

SDG 16 - Peace, justice
and strong institutions

Culture 2030 Goal Campaign 2021; European
Commission 2021; UCLG 2018a

SDG 17 - Partnerships for
the goals

British Council 2020; Culture 2030 Goal Campaign
2019; 2021; European Commission 20215 2022a;
UNESCO 2019

Tab. 5. SDGs addressed by each policy area
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