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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Anna Maria Biedermann,

and Francisco Javier Galan Pérez

The influence of culture on our lives is an undeniable, fundamental force.
Yet, much like our own breathing, we often don’t realize it takes place,
silently operating in the background, sustaining the very framework of our
identity and worldview. It is something we rarely pause to reflect on, not
because it lacks relevance, but precisely because it is an omnipresent,
constant presence that shapes us as individuals and as a society. We
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overlook it precisely because it is as essential and indispensable to our exis-
tence as the air we breathe and cannot see. Culture is not merely a back-
drop to human behavior; it is the medium through which we interpret
meaning, construct reality, and negotiate our place in the world. It molds
our thoughts, informs our emotions, and structures our institutions. Its
influence extends from the intimate realms of personal belief to the sweep-
ing dynamics of political ideologies, economic systems, and collective
memory. This ever-present, ever-changing nature makes culture notori-
ously difficult to pin down and measure. Like the process of aging, its daily
changes are imperceptible, yet its lifelong transformation is total.

The relationship between culture and sustainability is intrinsic and pro-
found, though often underestimated in global development discourses.
For the authors of this book, the conceptualization of sustainability is built
upon two essential perspectives. First, we depart from the premise estab-
lished by the Brundtland Commission (1987), which defines sustainability
as development that meets the needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Building on
this, we argue that ensuring true sustainability requires achieving a mean-
ingful equilibrium between four fundamental dimensions: social, eco-
nomic, environmental, and cultural. Under this framework, sustainable
development efforts must focus on active management aimed at minimiz-
ing negative impacts and maximizing positive ones equitably across each
of these dimensions. The concept of cultural sustainability continues to
evolve, framing culture as a lens to engage with and redefine the evolving
functions of sustainable development within society! and analyze the spa-
tial, social and economic implications it has.> Culture, understood as the
fabric of values, beliefs, knowledge, and practices that define a society, is
not a mere spectator in the ecological crisis, but a principal actor. For
numerous indigenous and rural communities the dichotomy between cul-
ture and nature often does not exist; their traditional knowledge systems,
agricultural practices, and worldviews are deeply intertwined with the
rhythms of their ecosystems. They do not just “protect” heritage; they live
in a symbiotic relationship with their environment that is, in essence, a

! Katriina Soini & Inger Birkeland (2014). Exploring the scientific discourse on cultural
sustainability. Geoforum, 51,213-223. https://doi.org,/10.1016/j.geoforum.2013.12.001

2Kong, L. (2009). Making Sustainable Creative/Cultural Space in Shanghai and
Singapore. Geggraphical Review, 99(1),1-22. https://doi.org,/10.1111 /j.1931-0846.2009.
tb00415 x
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model of sustainability. Even in urban societies culture is the prism through
which communities interpret their environment, define their aspirations,
and shape their patterns of production and consumption. Therefore, any
attempt to advance toward a sustainable future that does not consider the
cultural dimension is destined to be incomplete, as sustainability must be
rooted in the frameworks of meaning that culture provides. For this rela-
tionship to transcend the anecdotal and be effectively integrated into poli-
cies and strategies, it is essential to address the challenge of its evaluation.
We need frameworks capable of linking cultural impacts with environmen-
tal, economic, and social impacts not to “reduce” culture to numbers, but
to make visible its contribution to well-being, resilience, and the health of
ecosystems, allowing for a more equitable dialogue with the indicators
that currently dominate decision-making.

Despite culture’s elusive quality, we cannot ignore the tangible conse-
quences of this intangible force. Culture powerfully influences our
responses to pressing issues such as climate change or public health crises,
shapes political actions and consumer choices, underpins our social struc-
tures, and serves as the very glue that binds communities together. Cultural
norms determine what is acceptable, desirable, or taboo, and thus play a
central role in shaping policy outcomes and collective action. However,
because it resists easy classification, any attempt to define it, measure its
impact, or assess its value is fraught with difficulty, complexity and limita-
tions, although the intents to do it have long history.

The concept of “cultural impact” emerged in the twentieth century,
shaped by the sociological, economic, and political need to measure and
justify the value of culture within an increasingly quantifiable world. Yet,
the absence of the term did not imply the absence of the idea. For centu-
ries, philosophers, poets, art critics, and statesmen had eloquently articu-
lated the profound influence of the arts, customs, and heritage on both
individuals and society. Long before the advent of impact studies and value
metrics, a robust and passionate discourse addressed the ways in which
culture shapes both the inner life and the external environment. Tracing
this discourse uncovers the genealogy of an idea that today stands as a
cornerstone of sustainable development and cultural policy.

In the early Enlightenment, while many philosophers sought universal
laws of human reason, Giambattista Vico proposed a radically different
idea. In his masterpiece “The New Science” (1725), Vico argued that the
social and civil world is fundamentally a human creation and can only be
understood through its own products like languages, myths, laws, and
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arts, marking one of the first systematic articulations of cultural impact.
For Vico, culture was not a secondary product of society but the very
engine of meaning-making, intrinsically linking the nature of government
to the character of its people. This notion of culture as the connective tis-
sue of society, shaping morality and institutions, carried through to the
Enlightenment’s emphasis on art and culture as tools for moral education,
is seen in Denis Diderot’s art criticism. The transition to Romanticism
deepened this perspective through Johann Gottfried von Herder’s con-
cept of the Volksgeist, which is a people’s unique “spirit” expressed in lan-
guage, folklore, and traditions that forges national identity and collective
belonging. English Romantic poets such as Percy Bysshe Shelley expanded
the idea further, presenting art’s impact as intrinsic, cultivating imagina-
tion and empathy as the moral foundation of a just society.

In the Victorian era, amid the upheaval of the Industrial Revolution,
cultural impact became framed as an urgent social necessity. John Ruskin,
an influential art critic and social reformer, saw the aesthetic health of a
nation as inseparable from its moral and social wellbeing, condemning the
dehumanizing effects of mass production and praising the moral superior-
ity of craftsman ornamentation for allowing individual artistic expression.
For Ruskin, art was not a luxury but a vital necessity, measurable not in
economic terms but in human dignity and happiness. Matthew Arnold, in
“Culture and Anarchy” (1869), positioned culture as the unifying force
against the materialism, sectarianism, and arrogance fracturing Victorian
society. His vision framed cultural impact as a catalyst for social progress,
compelling individuals to work for the common good and countering
extreme individualism and social fragmentation.

From Vico to Arnold, we see that the discourse on culture evolved
along a clear trajectory: Vico’s foundational idea that culture creates the
social world; the Romantic vision casting culture as the soul of the nation
and the source of moral empathy; and the Victorian defense by Ruskin and
Arnold of culture as a societal necessity, counterbalancing industrial dehu-
manization. While none of these thinkers used the term “cultural impact,”
they collectively laid its conceptual foundations. The twentieth century’s
shift toward the language of “impact,” “value,” and “metrics” reflected
the demands of a world seeking economic and statistical justification for
culture, yet it risks overlooking the enduring wisdom of these predeces-
sors. They remind us that culture’s deepest impacts are not always measur-
able but remain fundamental, a truth that continues to inform the
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now-specialized field of cultural impact assessment, closely tied to the con-
cept of sustainable development.

While the search for a final definition of “cultural impact” and its rela-
tionship with sustainability continues, a range of methods and practical
applications already exist across different countries. There is no single
method for measuring cultural impact; instead, practitioners use a combi-
nation of quantitative, qualitative, and mixed approaches to capture its
diverse dimensions. Logical frameworks and theories of change are often
the starting point. The Logic Model® maps the sequence from inputs and
activities to outputs, short- and medium-term outcomes, and long-term
impacts, while the Theory of Change* takes a more narrative form, work-
ing backwards from the desired impact to identify all the conditions and
intermediate steps necessary for change. Quantitative approaches focus on
assigning numerical values to impact, including economic analysis (e.g.,
employment, Gross Value Added, tourism revenue), Social Return on
Investment (SROI), which monetizes social value, and contingent valua-
tion, which estimates the value of cultural goods without a market price
through willingness-to-pay surveys. Qualitative approaches aim to capture
the “how” and “why” of impact through case studies, interviews, focus
groups, and participant observation, providing insights that numbers can-
not fully reflect. Indicator-based frameworks bring structure, such as Arts
Council England’s valuation framework, which measures cultural contri-
butions to community belonging and collaboration, or UNESCO’s
Culture 2030 Indicators, which assess culture’s contribution to the
Sustainable Development Goals across four dimensions: Environment and
Resilience, Prosperity and Livelihoods, Knowledge and Skills, and
Inclusion and Participation. These methods are applied differently around
the world. In the United Kingdom, Arts Council England requires funded
organizations to use its Impact & Insight Toolkit to collect standardized
audience self-assessment, and peer-review data, making impact reporting
an integral part of funding cycles. South Korea has gone further,
institutionalizing Cultural Impact Assessment by law since 2014, applying

3McCawley, P. E. (1997). The Logic Model for Program Planning and Evaluation.
University of Idaho Extension.

*Weiss, C. H., & Connell, J. P. (1995). Nothing as practical as good theory: Exploring
theory-based evaluation for comprehensive community initiatives for children and families.
In J. P. Connell, A. C. Kubisch, L. B. Schorr, & C. H. Weiss (Eds.), New approaches to evalu-
ating community initiatives: Concepts, methods, and contexts (pp. 65-92). Washington, DC:
Aspen Institute.
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it even to non-cultural public policies, such as urban planning, to evaluate
their effect on citizens’ cultural quality of life, adopting a preventive,
macro-level approach. At the European Union level, the European
Commission mandates impact assessments for major policy initiatives,
with cultural programs like Creative Europe encouraging applicants to
detail the expected impact of their projects, although rigorous require-
ments vary.

Cultural value is not universal; what constitutes “cultural wealth” or
“cultural loss” is perceived differently across contexts and communities.
Whose values do we prioritize—those of the creator, the funder, or the
audience? How to measure the impact without judging the viewpoints and
preserving the diversity? It often seems easier to list the difficulties of cul-
tural evaluation than to propose a system to navigate them. As a result, the
field continues to grapple with a fundamental tension: we recognize the
vital role of culture in shaping society, yet struggle to assess its contribu-
tions without compromising its complexity.

We must, however, consider the alternative. What is the risk and which
are the consequences of not talking about cultural impact? What is the risk
of not attempting to measure it? This risk is equally real and tangible, with
consequences for the funding of cultural activities, the preservation of our
heritage, and the formation of educational policies. Funding bodies often
rely on metrics to allocate resources, and when culture lacks visible indica-
tors of impact, it risks being sidelined in favor of sectors with more readily
quantifiable outcomes. It is difficult not to notice that we live in a system
that quantifies what counts, and what cannot be defined is often over-
looked or quantified in the units that don’t represent its proper signifi-
cance. This has a direct effect on policymaking as well. If cultural value is
not clearly communicated, it becomes difficult to defend its place in edu-
cation systems, urban development plans, or international cooperation
agendas, etc. Programs that foster creativity, critical thinking, and social
cohesion may be cut or deprioritized simply because their benefits are not
expressed in terms decision-makers understand.

It is from this conviction that this book emerges. We believe the effort
to reflect on these challenges is more urgent and necessary than ever, even
if we accept that success is not guaranteed. In a context where cultural
policies are increasingly expected to demonstrate relevance, effectiveness,
and accountability, avoiding the discussion is no longer an option. Perhaps
true success lies not in finding a single, perfect definition, but in participat-
ing in the many attempts to do so without surrender.
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The present book is an interdisciplinary examination of the diverse ways
culture influences sustainability. We do not pretend to offer definitive
answers. Rather, the authors who have contributed to these pages each
offer their unique perspective—their “grain of sand”—to form a kaleido-
scopic view of the relationship between culture and sustainability. Through
case studies ranging from rural cultural events to urban retail spaces, the
chapters demonstrate how culture can act as both a barrier and a facilitator
to a sustainable future.

In the first chapter José Luis Santolaya Sdenz, Natalia Munoz Lopez
and Laura Diago Ferrer explore various approaches that define the rela-
tionship between culture and sustainability, in relation to the dimensions
traditionally understood as constituting sustainability: namely, the envi-
ronmental, economic, and social dimensions. At the theoretical level, this
discussion identifies three distinct yet complementary and overlapping
roles for culture in sustainable development. Recognizing these roles
could facilitate the collection of data and evidence better suited to evaluat-
ing both the function and the significance of culture within sustainable
development.

Drawing on fifteen years of insider experience as a cultural impact eval-
uator, Mark Lorenzo Robinson’s chapter offers a sharp critique of why
impact measurement is failing within the UK’s cultural sectors. He argues
that current assessment methods, rooted in neoliberal and managerialist
agendas, have devolved into a performative, bureaucratic exercise used for
advocacy and accountability rather than genuine evaluation. Lorenzo con-
tends that this distortion threatens the sector’s long-term sustainability by
promoting homogenization and short-termism, ultimately undermining
the vibrancy and experimentation vital to cultural work. The chapter calls
for a fundamental shift away from superficial metrics, advocating for
resources to be reinvested in supporting the integrity and originality of
cultural outputs themselves - the very qualities that, throughout history,
have generated the most meaningful impact.

The following chapter written by Laura Asién-Suiier and Anna
Maria Biedermann focuses on the analysis of cultural impact, specifically in
the context of exhibition design, examined through a sustainability lens
across the entire life cycle. It considers potential impacts during the cre-
ation phase, service provision, and end-of-life stage, while also taking into
account the multiple stakeholders involved. This reflection enables the
linking of identified cultural impacts with those typically assessed through
the Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment (LCSA) methodology.
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The chapter by Estrella Sanz Dominguez reviews the main conserva-
tion measures (restoration, curative conservation, and preventive conser-
vation) while examining how sustainability and cultural impact can be
integrated into cultural heritage preservation practices. It advocates plac-
ing sustainability at the core of restoration practice at every stage of the
conservation process, in parallel with the application of the Heritage
Impact Assessment (HIA) tool to proactively evaluate the potential conse-
quences of interventions.

Aranzazu Fernindez-Vizquez and Anna Maria Biedermann analyze
retail spaces as not only as commercial venues but also as dynamic social
and cultural hubs, where interactions, identities, and everyday practices
unfold. By going beyond the economic dimension, they highlight how
these environments contribute to shaping collective experiences, urban
life, and cultural meaning, thus making them key sites for integrating a
cultural perspective into sustainability analysis. This chapter examines in
detail the symbolic and experiential significance of retail spaces, consider-
ing how design choices and spatial arrangements influence the ways peo-
ple relate to them. In addition, it incorporates a gender perspective,
foregrounding how diverse groups may experience and interpret retail
environments differently, and stressing the importance of inclusivity and
equity in sustainable design practices.

Teresa Blanco and Eva Tausiet’s chapter analyzes modern technological
ecosystems from a cultural perspective, examining how they have trans-
formed products into network nodes and users into interconnected sub-
jects. It argues that these digital environments actively shape cultural
meanings and social norms, while also creating critical challenges like cul-
tural homogenization and sociotechnical exclusion. Ultimately, the study
advocates for new design methodologies that approach the creation of
technology as an opportunity to consciously build more sustainable and
culturally inclusive future.

The focus on the preliminary design phase, particularly for cultural
projects in rural areas, is the subject of analysis in the third chapter written
by Rosana Sanz-Segura, Carlos Romero Piqueras, Giordana Gallina, and
Eduardo Manchado. This study adapts methods traditionally applied in
product design and transfers them to the design of cultural services, taking
into account various dimensions of sustainability. It places particular
emphasis on social cohesion, as well as on collaboration between institu-
tions and active citizen participation.
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The chapter written by Stefano Magnolo and Ana Galan-Pérez is based
on a case study. It explores the role of Museo della Memoria e
dell’Accoglienza (Nardo, Italy) in the preservation of intangible cultural
heritage and in the mediation of dissonant heritage, employing a multidi-
mensional methodology that combines interviews, fieldwork, and
European cultural sustainability indicators. It proposes a model for assess-
ing the relational impact of memory institutions, demonstrating how cul-
tural heritage can contribute to sustainable development and to the
construction of inclusive narratives.

The authors Guillermo Juberias Gracia, Eloy Bermejo Malumbres, and
Ismael Piazuelo Rodriguez examine how cultural programming can drive
sustainability and social cohesion in depopulated rural areas of Spain,
focusing on the village of Fuendetodos as a case study. The chapter high-
lights initiatives that combine art, heritage, and environmental awareness
to strengthen community identity, attract visitors, and boost the local
economy. The study also proposes educational and institutional strategies
to position Fuendetodos as a model of rural revitalization aligned with the
Sustainable Development Goals.

Francisco Javier Galan Pérez examines the massive sculpture “Splash”
made for the 2008 Zaragoza International EXPO as a case study on the
intersection of art, technology, and cultural sustainability. The sculpture’s
journey from a celebrated public installation to being dismantled and
stored highlights how cultural legacies and their symbolic narratives can
be disrupted. The text argues that true cultural sustainability requires not
just physical preservation but continuous public engagement and narrative
activation to maintain relevance for future generations.

The chapter written by José Prieto Martin and Fabiane Cristina Silva
Dos Santos presents the “Trash + Fantastic Beasts” project, a collabora-
tion where participants create sculptures from recycled materials inspired
by the medieval bestiary at the city of Teruel’s Cathedral (Spain). The
initiative aims to foster critical reflection on consumerism and sustainabil-
ity by redefining waste as a valuable cultural resource. Ultimately, the proj-
ect serves as a model for how collaborative art can merge heritage
interpretation with environmental education to inspire community dia-
logue and eco-social responsibility.

As editors, our goal has been to offer the reader a varied and thought-
provoking narrative, produced by an interdisciplinary group of researchers
from fields as diverse as art history, design, engineering, architecture, soci-
ology, and heritage conservation. We argue that understanding the
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cultural dimension of sustainability is essential for developing holistic and
effective policies. This book is therefore a debate, not a treatise. It will
likely answer some questions while creating new ones that demand future
exploration, much like culture itself. The fact that a destination may be
unreachable does not diminish the value of the journey. For us, working
on this book was a challenge, an exercise in resisting frustration, and a
profound opportunity to broaden our own perspectives. We hope it will
do the same for you, our reader, encouraging you to reflect on the vital
role of culture within your own personal and professional life.

Finally, we wish to thank all the chapter authors for sharing their knowl-
edge and insights with us, as well as the publisher for their faith in and
support for this research.
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CHAPTER 2

Approaches That Explore the Relationship
Between Culture and Sustainability

José Luis Santolaya Saenz, Natalia Musioz Lopez,

and Laura Diago Ferrver

INTRODUCTION

The development of peoples and their culture are two realities that can
hardly be understood separately. They constantly interact and culture is
essential for sustainable development and sustainability is required for cul-
tural growth. The transformation sought by the 2030 Agenda (United
Nations, 2015) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is towards
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a culture that recognizes the deep connection that join people to the
health of the planet and that understands the redistribution necessary for
all of us to equally achieve prosperity. For this transformation to happen,
it is necessary to adopt certain values and lifestyles that are the essence of
the SDGs: democratic alliances, solidarity, respect for diversity, equality,...
Thus, feeling part of a world in which everything is interconnected and it
is necessary an holistic vision where culture values the intangible and
the common.

We live in cultural ecosystems at a local, national, regional, and also
global scale, made up of different elements: traditions, knowledge, values,
education, natural heritage and cultural legacy (tangible and intangi-
ble),.... Currently, these ecosystems are seeing their cultural diversity in
danger, a process that has many similarities with the disappearance of natu-
ral ecosystems. In this context, culture should become a place of experi-
mentation where processes of changing narratives and building a new
system of values can be designed. A place in which we all recognize our-
selves with a common origin and future, and we know the place we occupy
in relation to the rest of the beings that inhabit the Earth.

CuLTURE CONCEPT

According to this sentence “Culture is one of the two or three most com-
plicated words in the English language” (Williams, 1976), we can detect
that does not respond to a simple and immediate definition. The word
culture has constantly changed in meaning and connotation, making it
clear that there are words that experience continuous renewal.

The Romans used the term culture to refer to the work carried out to
prepare the land for cultivation and to allude to the act of redeeming cult
of those gods connected to the agricultural peoples. From the Roman
Empire to the sixteenth century, the meaning of culture in Europe is asso-
ciated with the people’s concern for agricultural production. During the
Renaissance, the term culture begins to be used in reference to the exclu-
sive formative process of artists, philosophers, writers and those who exer-
cised power and constituted privileged groups. At that time, it was
considered that only these people’s group were part of the cultural pro-
cess. With the arrival of the Enlightenment period, culture is used by dif-
ferent authors to reinforce the idea of the human being as a rational being,
as the only being capable of increasing his knowledge through the use of
his will and intellect (Alvarez de Miranda, 1992). At the beginning of the
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nineteenth century, both terms culture and civilization, were used almost
interchangeably, especially in French and English languages.

In 1798, the Dictionnaire included the following definition of culture:
“Culture or civilization is that complex which includes knowledge, beliefs,
art, morals, law, customs and any other habits and capacities acquired by
man as a member of society” (Tylor, 1871). In 1982, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization declared: “... culture
gives man the capacity to reflect on himself. It is culture that makes us
specifically human beings, rational, critical and ethically committed.
Through culture we discern values and make choices. Through culture,
man expresses himself, becomes aware of himself, recognizes himself as an
unfinished project, questions his own achievements, tirelessly seeks new
meanings and creates works that transcend him” (UNESCO, 1982).

Recently, Worts (2004 ) provides a definition of culture which may be a
reference point for debate and discussion: “...the sum total of all values,
collective memory, history, beliefs, mythology, rituals, symbolic objects
and built heritage which reflect the manner people relate to those aspects
of life which: they can know and control; as well as, those they cannot fully
understand or control, but to which they need to have a conscious rela-
tionship”. Often, two distinct higher level distinctions are drawn, broad-
based and narrowly defined (Fakhimi, 2016): “a broad, lifestyle-based
concept referring to all domains of human life, which is akin to Williams’
way of life, an anthropological-archaeological interpretation, and on the
other side, a narrow, art-based culture referring to both the general pro-
cess of intellectual and spiritual or aesthetic development and its results”.

In addition, we can bring in the symbolic dimension of culture: culture
as semiotic, drawing on symbols as vehicles, arguably as the broadest view
of all, including as it does both intentional and unconscious behaviour.
Whilst used in different ways in several distinct intellectual disciplines and
distinct systems of thought, culture is additionally also an everyday con-
cept, it has ‘public’ meanings and understandings, and is used in many
different ways and contexts. Its meaning has changed through time as
well, from early ideas of culture as action in real life-worlds and its interac-
tion with nature, which are essential aspects for anthropological use of the
concept even today, to culture as the cultivation of the human mind and
behaviour.
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SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPT

The concept of sustainability was first disseminated through the Our
Common Future Report (1987), led by the then Norwegian Prime
Minister G. H. Brundtland. This report defined sustainable development
as “that meeting the needs of the present generation without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. This con-
cept involved three dimensions or pillars: environmental, economic and
social (Fig. 2.1). Comprised of three intersecting circles, this model posits
that sustainability occurs when the human, environmental and economic
considerations overlap in a state of balance.

The Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, consolidated these
three pillars as the paradigm of sustainable development and enshrined
them as a guideline for development strategies at local, national and global
levels. Although those premises already pointed towards a necessary trans-
versal view, the truth is that the main focus was placed on the ecological
dimension. Humanity’s incipient environmental concerns set the path. It
had only been a few years before, in The Limits to Growth report
(Meadows et al., 1972), that it had been recognized for the first time that
the preservation of nature went hand in hand with world prosperity. After
that report, the Stockholm Conference took place under the auspices of
the United Nations, and 120 countries declared the need to implement
international actions to preserve what was called in that moment the
human environment.

More than 50 years have passed. However, the enormous pressure we
are putting on nature does not stop. Many people still perceive nature as
an inexhaustible super-pantry, a vast, freely accessible storehouse available

Fig. 2.1 Sustainability based
on three dimensions

Economic Ecologic
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to a human population that in 1972 was made up of 3.84 billion people
and today exceeds 8 billion. Our current economic system has two funda-
mental weaknesses: it is based on unlimited growth on a finite planet and
it benefits a small number of people rather than everyone. Thus, the con-
cept of sustainability refers not only to environmental aspects, but also to
economic and social issues. It is no longer just a matter of avoid pollution
or eliminating greenhouse emissions; it is also necessary to propose a bal-
anced economic development and to combat social inequalities.

It can be noted that some changes are taking place: on the one hand,
Europe is increasing environmental regulations and; on the other hand, if
years ago many companies perceived sustainability as a luxury and not a
necessity, today sustainability is considered a future strategy by most of
them. Although it is true that there is a lot of marketing aimed at decep-
tively convincing us of how sustainable and green certain companies are,
it is becoming increasingly difficult to lie, not only because of current
legislation, but also for customers, consumers, and shareholders.
Sustainability now requires the involvement of businesses and citizens,
since companies cannot prosper in failing societies. Reversing injustice and
environmental imbalances is required to achieve a more sustainable world.

INTEGRATION COMMITMENT

Researchers and institutions such as UNESCO and the World Summit on
Sustainable Development call for culture to be included in a sustainable
development model, emphasizing that culture ultimately shapes what we
understand by development and determines the way people act in the
world. The world is not faced exclusively with challenges of economic,
social or environmental character. Creativity, knowledge, diversity and
beauty are essential prerequisites for dialogue for peace and progress, as
they are intrinsically related to human development and freedom.

The SDGs cover all spheres of human activity and, therefore, each Goal
can be classified in one of these dimensions or in several. The innovative
vision that the 2030 Agenda proposes is the interconnection between
these spheres. As a kind of communicating vessels, these dimensions
respond to the aforementioned holistic and integral vision of the world
and culture must commit with the SDGs for the following reasons:
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— Itenables the development of talent, creativity and innovation as key
factors in helping the global community understand the challenges,
opportunities and interactions between them.

— It helps build a critical mass of citizens with the knowledge, creativ-
ity and motivation that will help them contribute to achieving the
SDG@Gs. Passionate people, with curiosity and a desire to move towards
a better world.

— It encourages working in alliance, with new partners from different
disciplines, external and internal. One of the strengths of the SDGs
is that they provide a common framework for different sectors and
organizations to connect and work together on shared interests.

— It opens up new sources of funding. Financial institutions and spon-
sors, including government agencies, international banks and phi-
lanthropists, are increasingly allocating aid to the achievement of
the SDGs.

— It requires us to adopt a responsible and committed attitude, more
receptive and sensitive to social needs, making us agents of change.

The cultural sector has been responding to the sustainability challenge
with different ideas and actions. From different institutions as the
International Council of Museums (ICOM), the creation and develop-
ment of sustainable solutions is promoted and on the other hand, from a
more theoretical point of view, a number of studies have been carried out
dealing with the integration of the culture and sustainability concepts.
Several international organizations like the Council of Europe and
UNESCO suggest guidelines for policy formulation aimed at integrating
culture and its interconnectedness with other sustainability dimensions.

According to Worts (2006), the simple three-sphere model is a power-
ful tool in grasping the large concept of sustainability, but it does have
some limitations. One of these is that it is hard to see how an individual
can relate to this model in a practical way. It may be true that it is our col-
lective action and reality that will determine the future of the planet, how-
ever the base unit of the collective is the individual, and we need to
understand how the model affects us at that level. Secondly, there are no
provisions for cultural or spiritual dimensions—considerations that have
mediated human relationships with both environment and economy for
thousands of years. It is through our cultural and spiritual practices that
individuals and collectives have related to the large and mysterious forces
that have converged to create life on the planet. If we are to have a chance
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of redefining our relationship with the Earth as we approach its physical
and biophysical limits, we need to spend more time and energy on our
cultural and spiritual perspectives. Culture demands a place in our lives
beyond that of ‘leisure time” and entertainment.

Throsby (2008) suggests very important guidelines for policy formula-
tion aimed at integrating culture into sustainable development:

— Intergenerational equity: development must take a long-term view
and not be such as to compromise the capacities of future genera-
tions to access cultural resources and meet their cultural needs; this
requires particular concern for protecting and enhancing a nation’s
tangible and intangible cultural capital.

— Intragenerational equity: development must provide equity in access
to cultural production, participation and enjoyment to all members
of the community on a fair and non-discriminatory basis; in particu-
lar, attention must be paid to the poorest members of society to
ensure that development is consistent with the objectives of poverty
alleviation.

— Importance of diversity: just as sustainable development requires the
protection of biodiversity, so also should account be taken of the
value of cultural diversity to the processes of economic, social and
cultural development.

— DPrecautionary principle: when facing decisions with irreversible con-
sequences such as the destruction of cultural heritage or the extinc-
tion of valued cultural practices, a risk-averse position must be
adopted.

— Interconnectedness: economic, social, cultural and environmental
systems should not be seen in isolation; rather, a holistic approach is
required, i.e. one that recognizes interconnectedness, particularly
between economic and cultural development.

The Spanish network for sustainable development (REDS, 2021)
includes the following contributions between culture and sustainability
(Fig. 2.2).
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What do the SDGs
contribute to culture?

They offer a new way of seeing
and understanding the world,
adapting to the current
context's new demands.

They allow for rethinking the
relationship with audiences and
identifying new potential
publics by developing inclusive
policies.

They help generate new
services through innovation,
experimentation, research, and
knowledge production.

They encourage the search for
new funding opportunities. The
2030 Agenda has become a
reference framework for
Corporate Social Responsibility
Strategies.

They promote collaboration
with new partners from different
disciplines, both internal and
external, working together on
shared interests.

S

o

What does culture
contribute to the SDGs?

It helps adopt the holistic vision of
INTERCONNECTION sustainable development, where
everything is interconnected.

It drives the transformation toward
values and lifestyles that are the
essence of the SDGs: democratic
TRANSFORMATION partnerships, solidarity, respect for
diversity, equality, and a sense of
belonging to a whole.

It becomes a space for
experimentation, where the
EXPERIMENTATION processes of narrative change are
designed.

It serves as a tool for social and
civic cohesion, playing a key role
in the fight against poverty,
COHESION exclusion, inequalities,
environmental preservation, and
the design of inclusive cities.

It promotes the building of a
critical mass of citizens with the
MOTIVATION knowledge, skills, and motivation
to help them contribute to
achieving the SDGs.

. SUSTAINABLE
- DEVELOPMENT
GOALS

T

Fig. 2.2 Sustainability-culture contributions (adapted from REDS, 2021)
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CULTURE AND SUSTAINABILITY: INTEGRATION APPROACHES

The role of culture in sustainable development is not only about “using
artists to raise concern on climate change” or about “building cultural
venues that are efficient in the use of natural resources”. It is not only
about the income that cultural industries can bring to the economy. It is
not about “asking more” to the cultural circles. These are very important
questions that need to be addressed, but they do not articulate the core
question. It is about guaranteeing that any sustainable development pro-
cess has a soul. A new perspective addresses the relationship between cul-
ture and sustainable development through a dual approach: developing
the cultural sectors themselves (namely: heritage, creativity, cultural indus-
tries, art, cultural tourism); and advocating for culture to be suitably rec-
ognized in all public policies, particularly those related to education,
economy, science, communication, environment, social cohesion and
international cooperation. Intercultural dialogue is one of humanity’s
greatest challenges, while creativity is valued as an inexhaustible resource
for society and the economy.

The integration of culture and sustainability concepts has been an
object of study by different authors in order to obtain a comprehensive
analytical framework that allows their joint and structured study. Dessein
et al. (2015) have introduced three approaches that explore the ways in
which culture is predominantly positioned vis-a-vis sustainability and its
general role in each situation (Fig. 2.3). These approaches are based on
different prevailing conceptual discourses and have been, respectively, des-
ignated as ‘culture in sustainability’, ‘culture for sustainability’, and ‘cul-
ture as sustainability’.

Based on the three dimensions concept of sustainability, in the first
diagram of Fig. 2.1, ‘culture in sustainability’, culture becomes the fourth
dimension of sustainability. Cultural sustainability can be found in parallel
to ecological, social, and economic sustainability, having an independent
role although interconnected with all dimensions.

In the second diagram, ‘culture for sustainability’, culture has a mediat-
ing role to achieve all the other sustainability pillars. Thus, the culture
circle connects economic, social, and ecological sustainability. Finally, the
diagram ‘culture as sustainability’, considers culture not only as an instru-
ment but as a necessary foundation for meeting the overall aims of sustain-
ability. In this approach, culture encloses all other dimensions of
sustainability and becomes an overarching concern or paradigm of
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The three roles of culture in sustainable development:

CULTURE IN SUSTAINABLE CULTURE FOR SUSTAINABLE CULTURE AS SUSTAINABLE

DEVELOPMENT DEVELOPMENT

Culture added as Culture mediating between Culture as the foundation
a fourth pillar the three pillars of sustainable development

| ® Culture @ Society ® Environment ® Economy l

Fig. 2.3 Integration approaches of the culture and sustainability concepts
(adapted from Dessein et al., 2015)

sustainability. These representations can be used to explore each general
approach in more detail as well as to help in organizing and comparing
different discourses. The applicability of each approach to the interna-
tional cultural policy context still needs to be explored (Soini &
Dessein, 2016).

Culture in Sustainable Development

The first approach, in which culture is a separate aspect, a free-standing or
self-standing additional pillar, the “4th pillar’, a role as an independent and
autonomous dimension alongside the others, is already formulated by
Hawkes (2001) who, being aware of culture’s essential role in the sustain-
ability multidimensional challenge, argues that without a foundation that
expressly includes culture, the new frameworks are bereft of the means of
comprehending, let alone implementing, the changes they promote.
According to this author, sustainability is composed of four pillars: (1)
Cultural vitality: well-being, creativity, diversity, and innovation; (2) Social
equity: justice, engagement, cohesion, and welfare; (3) Environmental
responsibility: ecological balance; (4) Economic viability: material

prosperity.
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Several transnational and international organizations like the Council
of Europe and UNESCO have also advocated culture as an explicit aspect
of sustainability, suggesting guidelines for policy formulation aimed at
integrating culture and its interconnectedness with other sustainability
dimensions. However, although holistic and cross-disciplinary integration
have been proposed, this has not been done comprehensively, and the
essence of culture in sustainable development research and policies there-
fore tends to remain ignored.

The integration based on the construction of a fourth pillar, advocates
for culture to be at the same level of significance as economic, social, and
environmental issues. Thus, the cultural dimension’s role in sustainable
development is differentiated, raising awareness of its value and generating
more attention for public action. This model has been afterwards pro-
moted by other organizations such as the United Cities and Local
Governments (Agenda 21 for Culture, 2009), which intends to imple-
ment sustainability action plans and develop strategic directions based on
sustainability principles to guide its own regional cultural development
initiatives, as well as by authors such as Stylianou-Lamberta et al. (2014),
that explore the role of culture in sustainable development and propose a
theoretical model to design appropriate cultural policies for museums.

According to this model, sustainability is a balance that has to be con-
stantly negotiated (Worts, 2004 ). Human development, social equity, eco-
nomic productivity, and environmental quality should be simultaneously
emphasized. The integration of culture as an additional sustainability
dimension allows several cultural aspects can be discussed or elaborated as
a different part of the social pillar, often considered as socio-cultural sus-
tainability (Chiu, 2004). Thus, culture is recognized differently from the
social dimension, so it should be separated in practice by selecting appro-
priate cultural sustainable parameters and applying suitable methods and
tools in its evaluation. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the model
considers intersected circles, in which common features are found. Culture
and other dimensions have a degree of interlinkedness, in which culture
can affect and be affected by environmental, economic, and social issues.
Certain parameters can be common to more than one pillar.

For different authors, the argument of the fourth pillar is supported by
a number of significant reasons:

— it offers a wide picture that does not instrumentalize culture;
— it preserves the intrinsic values of culture (memory, creativity, diver-
sity, dialogue, rituality) as the core;
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— it allows cultural and ecological stakeholders to connect;

— it contributes to linking culture to social actors;

— it considers cultural and creative industries as priorities;

— it empowers the cultural sector;

— it leads to the involvement of civil society in the elaboration and
implementation of policies;

— it entails the growing importance of culture in international rela-
tions, cooperation and diplomacy;

— itis a clear and beautiful image.

In short, it can be said that this approach considers that cultural pillar helps
us to build our human development through the explicit inclusion of cultural
parameters within a connected relation with other sustainability dimensions.

Culture for Sustainable Development

In this approach, culture has a connecting and mediating role. The culture
acts as driver of sustainability processes; this transcends the drawbacks and
benefits of ecological, economic and social development. Economic, social
and ecological sustainability afford by culture.

Since all human beings both have culture and are cultural human
beings, we need a broader conceptualization of culture that includes the
diversity of human values, subjective meanings, expressions and life-
modes, and that allows us to distinguish between differences in culture
and between cultures in a fruitful way, without making judgments about
qualities of art and culture. Culture is the meaningful content of human
societies and communities. It is made by individuals within societies whilst
simultaneously also shaping their lives and existence. In terms of sustain-
ability’s three pillars, culture can be the way to balance competing or con-
flicting demands and work through communication to give human and
social meaning to sustainable development. Culture can be an intermedi-
ary to connect the various dimensions of sustainability, as shown in the
second part of the diagram in Fig. 2.3.

However, some sort of lens or filter is required to understand how cul-
ture mediates the relation between society and environment. One might
be the concept of landscape, for example, another might be the context of
territorialization, a third could be ecosystems services, and creativity might
be fourth example. The fact that the potential of culture’s mediating role
has rarely been exploited perhaps explains why sustainable development
has proved to be so elusive.
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Culture as Sustainable Development

In this approach, culture takes on its evolutionary, holistic and transforma-
tive role, providing a new paradigm to the question of sustainable
development.

Culture can be viewed at a more profound level of society as a core issue
for a transition towards sustainable development. We can for example
insist on a co-thinking of environmental, social and cultural sustainability,
and an insistence on how social life is embedded in particular places and
situations. A truly evolutionary culture, or an eco-cultural civilization,
involves practicing a new understanding of the human place in the world,
and recognizing that humans are an inseparable part of the more-than-
human world. Crucially, this means that every human action is always rela-
tive to and influenced by the situation at hand. It allows new values, new
ways of life, and (perhaps) utopian visions of a sustainable society.

Culture thus becomes the matrix for particular ways of life. In this
sense, culture is more than a descriptive or analytical tool, and offers an
ideal of doing things well, of culture as cultivation and sustaining life, but
without making things well at the cost of something or somebody else.
Culture in this approach refers to a worldview, a cultural system guided by
intentions, motivations, ethical and moral choices, rooted in values that
drive our individual and collective actions [17], and to a process and com-
munication of transformation and cultural change. This makes it possible
to think of sustainability and sustainable development as processes, ongo-
ing and in the-making, not as fixed states.

Sustainabilities imply making connections between people and the
worlds they inhabit and use. In this approach, eco-culture is deeply related
to social learning by working with place-conscious and place-responsive
teaching, sharing and learning, and engaging humans in discussions of
what kind of world we want to live in now and in the future. This is appli-
cable in policymaking and even in wider politics: engaging citizens in dis-
cussions of what kind of world should be a basic premise of public policies.
Culture refers here not to particular types of knowledge, but to funda-
mental new processes of social learning that are nourishing, healing, and
restorative. Sustainability exists thus as a process of community-based
thinking that is pluralistic where culture represents both problem and pos-
sibility, form and process, and concerns those issues, values and means
whereby a society or community may continue to exist.
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FuTurReE CHALLENGE

Sustainable development requires a reflection on the future, a prospective
or forecast of subsequent effects to be taken into account. Cultural institu-
tions do not usually use this vision, which almost never foresees or designs
the future, nor does it conduct impact studies, nor is it accustomed to
assessing subsequent repercussions. Culture looks to the past and already
has difficulties in appreciating contemporaneity. Therefore, there are dif-
ficulties in locating the axis: past—present—future (Martinell et al., 2020).
But creators and artists contribute their visions of the future and the con-
sequences of our actions (utopias, dystopias, etc.) or anticipate social and
cultural changes.

Many research works have addressed the problem of evaluating and
improving the sustainability of a system. In order to achieve this objective,
it is considered essential to apply a perspective that takes into account the
entire life cycle of that system, to use indicators that express different
impacts associated with each of the dimensions of sustainability and to use
techniques that allow the analysis of the most determining impact factors
and the most effective improvement strategies. In line with this objective,
the design of sustainability indicators constitutes a challenge to scientists,
however, given the multidimensionality and value-laden nature of sustain-
ability, and this difficulty is only exacerbated in the context of culture
which can less easily than, say economics or ecology, be quantified
statistically.

A clear understanding of the linkages between culture and sustainability
is required at the conceptual level. Here, our identification of three differ-
ent but complementary and overlapping roles for culture in sustainable
development might facilitate the collection of data and evidence that is
more suitable for the evaluation of the role and meaning of culture in
sustainable development. However, come questions related to the avail-
ability, standardization, aggregation, and ranking of data, all of which are
required to allow cultural statistics to be consistently constructed, and
therefore useful.

The different approaches proposed to integrate culture and sustainabil-
ity can be understood as a progressive attempt to make a more global
intervention and a more complete sustainability assessment. The approach
‘culture in sustainability’ can facilitate the use of those assessment meth-
ods applied so far, as long as the appropriate cultural impact indicators can
be selected. The approach ‘culture for sustainability’ according to its



2 APPROACHES THAT EXPLORE THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CULTURE... 25

mediating role, can allow the application of more balanced sustainability
analysis and improvement techniques, and the approach ‘culture as sus-
tainability’ can favour the involvement of all social agents (individual peo-
ple, local and global communities).

The development of indicators that more usefully reflect culture should
be considered as a joint learning process. This implies that the importance
of incorporating cultural assessments in sustainability programmes needs
to be revealed to a wider range of stakeholders, participants and research-
ers. In addition, good examples and practices should be urgently found
and shared. What is needed, for example, is qualitative indicators, exam-
ples of different types and formats, illustrations of how they can be used,
and ways for them to be combined with quantitative indicators. There
already exist approaches, frameworks, and procedures which might be
exploited as a starting point or work of reference when developing indica-
tors for culture. This includes cultural ecosystem services and the princi-
ples and practice of sustainable design. But there seems to be need for
many different and parallel assessment methods and types of indicators,
instead of one.

In recent years, national sustainable development plans have recog-
nized the cultural and creative sectors as a driving force for achieving
results, mainly cultural, social, and economic. The inclusion of lines of
action specifically related to the Convention has remained stable overall.
However, too little investment is still being made in developing the cross-
cutting role of culture and creativity in sustainable development, as well as
in the environmental transition (this aspect being recognized in only 13%
of voluntary national reviews monitoring the implementation of the 2030
Agenda). One of the main challenges for the sector is to unleash the trans-
formative power of culture and creativity to raise awareness, act on the
climate and shift towards more sustainable models. At the international
level, the share of official development assistance allocated to culture and
leisure activities barely reaches 0.23% (Kamara, 2022). Contributions to
the International Fund for Cultural Diversity have also declined in recent
years. However, the involvement of non-traditional donor countries, the
growing interest of multilateral organizations in cultural and creative
industries, and the rise of South-South and triangular cooperation models
offer new opportunities.
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CHAPTER 3

Why Impact Measuring Is Not Working:
An Insider’s Account from Within
the Culture Sector in the United Kingdom

Mark Lorenzo Robinson

INTRODUCTION

This book chapter argues against the dominance of impact measuring and
the resulting largely adverse effects on the culture sector, specifically in the
museum/heritage sector and arts-based research at universities in the
United Kingdom, where I work as an impact officer and evaluator. It pri-
marily centres on my own reflections from 15 years of experience in evalu-
ation and impact measurement within these sectors, reinforced by the
insights of others both within and outside of those fields.

For me, this is a way of making sense of a career that has drifted to
places I did not mean it to take, on reflections on why I felt increasingly
uncomfortable with impact measuring methodologies, the results, how
they were used and the effects I observed on the sector. It is also a way of
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providing hope for myself in the sector, based on the idea that only by
revealing the negative that is already there, by being completely honest,
can we truly make progress. This chapter also looks forward to potential
and alternative solutions—new approaches. For others, I hope this act of
whistleblowing, so to speak, challenges and creates discussion through
provocation, hopefully leading to new insights. That is my impact objec-
tive, but please, no measuring.

Impact Measuving in the University and Museum Sectors:
A Short Overview

In the UK, impact measurement in higher education and the museum sec-
tor relies on formal frameworks designed to demonstrate the benefits of
research and cultural activities. Universities primarily use the Research
Excellence Framework (REF), which assesses research impact mainly
through Impact Case Studies, brief five-page narrative-based documents
supported by impact evidence in the form of testimonials, reports, statis-
tics, and online references, collected by researchers and impact officers.
Research Impact is judged on its significance and reach.

In the museum and heritage sector, impact is often measured through
outcome-focused frameworks, such as those of the National Lottery
Heritage Fund. Projects must demonstrate results across heritage, people,
and communities, with a strong focus on social impacts, including com-
munity cohesion, social inclusion, and behavioural change. Impact mea-
surement, gathered by project staff, evaluators, and external consultants,
includes improvements to heritage, attitude shifts, participation, and
learning, and is primarily collected through surveys, interviews, focus
groups, and other methods. In both museums and universities, Impact
measuring is at its core, an extractive process, one in which the objective is
to extract from observations of human interactions/ engagement with
cultural outputs—Dbe it an exhibition or practice based arts research a series
of measurable changes gathered using a range of preset quantitative and
qualitative tools, The results are then presented in written form to the
various funders, assessment bodies and stakcholders. The basis of the
argument in this chapter is that the assumption underlying the objective
that impact can be measured objectively is, in many cases, deeply flawed.
These flaws are dismissed or ignored in the sector because the end prod-
uct, the written report, is used for advocacy and to give the appearance of
accountability, of making a case for the cultural sector in a neoliberal world.
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Lastly but far from least, I argue that this whole merry-go-round is hav-
ing a transformative effect on the cultural outputs themselves, be they
exhibitions or a performance and jeopardises the long-term sustainability
of the sector itself.

The chapter begins by exploring the similarities and differences between
museum exhibitions, heritage projects and arts-based research in a univer-
sity setting from an impact assessment perspective. Moving on to a discus-
sion of the difficulties and flawed nature of measuring societal impact in
these sectors, before then taking a closer look at the source for the rise of
impact measuring, reporting for accountability and advocacy purposes to
the various stakeholders and funders. It then examines how the obsession
with measuring impact is affecting the cultural outputs themselves, before
seeking to outline potential solutions to the current malaise.

The University and Museum Sectors: A Comparison

This chapter focuses on social impact measuring within the museum/heri-
tage project sector and arts and humanities practice-based research in uni-
versities, exclusively in the UK. It is no accident that I moved seamlessly
from the museum to the university sector, as they share many of the same
ingredients to which my argument about impact measurement applies.
The differences are primarily due to the proportion of these ingredients
and the degree to which nefarious effects from impact measuring
affect them.

Both sectors operate in the public realm, largely funded by public
resources; museum and heritage projects are primarily supported by the
National Lottery Heritage Fund, while arts and humanities research is
backed through the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) via
the Research Excellence Framework (REF). This shared reliance on public
funding means both sectors are subject to political scrutiny and account-
ability, emphasising a commitment to operating in the public interest.
Since the 1980s, both have experienced processes of managerialism and
professionalisation that stress efficiency, performance measurement, and
accountability. This transformation has altered the organisational culture
of museums and universities alike.

Another similarity lies in the assumption of positive impact; both sec-
tors believe their work contributes positively to society. They operate from
centres of power and legitimacy, functioning with a pedagogical role:
museums work to communicate knowledge while university research
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informs teaching. Through the production of new knowledge and mecha-
nisms such as public engagement and participatory approaches, they aim
to affect the world positively. Additionally, both sectors produce cultural
outputs—museum exhibitions serve as cultural artefacts that disseminate
knowledge and research, while arts and humanities research manifests
through publications and practice-based outputs, creating new knowl-
edge. Exhibitions interpret and communicate this knowledge, framing it
as educational, sensory, and artistic rather than merely transmission
vehicles.

Nonetheless, there are notable differences between the sectors, particu-
larly in the importance given to impact measurement. For instance, in
museums and heritage projects, impacting visitors is one of several aims,
while for universities, impact has become a key justification for research.
The scale of impact is one measure of success for museum exhibitions,
alongside visitor satisfaction, audience diversity, and sales. In contrast,
research impact in universities is evaluated through strict parameters,
including impact case studies required for funding applications and evalu-
ations. This competitive environment means that higher impact scores can
lead to increased funding, creating incentives for over-inflating impact
claims, a phenomenon I refer to as “impactflation.” In museums, any per-
ceived impact must be substantiated as part of a reporting process after
funding is granted; thus, the museum sector is less prone to the hyperbole
found in academic research contexts. In summary, the university sector
exhibits a more intense culture of impact measurement, which can lead to
negative consequences and distort the representation of true impact.

THE LIMITATIONS OF IMPACT MEASUREMENT
IN THE CULTURAL SECTOR

You simply cannot measure the changes in behaviour and attitudes result-
ing from exposure to an exhibition or, for example, a performance. We can
explore how they interact—through visitor studies, ethnography, observa-
tions—but fitting that into a report, or within a 500-word limited impact
case study to be assessed, is a futile task and should not be done if you
believe in the integrity of how results are produced.

Currently, impact is often assessed through evaluations involving verbal
interactions—open or closed questions like, “How did you find the exhi-
bition?” or “What did you learn?” and “Has your perspective changed?”
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These rely heavily on verbal testimony to gauge impact. However, this
approach is problematic. People tend to give positive responses, wanting
to please or fit into perceived expectations. Moreover, the dynamic
between evaluator and participant, the setting, mood, and timing all influ-
ence these responses.

The fundamental reason why measuring change in attitudes and learn-
ing is such a challenging, even impossible, task is that, as humans, we are
active, not passive, in our interpretations of our surroundings. As Eileen
Hooper-Greenhill states (Hooper-Greenhill, 2006, p. 23), “the shift from
thinking about visitors as an undifferentiated mass public to beginning to
accept visitors as active interpreters and performers of meaning-making
practices” reflects a recognition that visitors embed and interpret content
in diverse ways. This was already recognised in the 1980s, yet museums
and universities still insist on measuring changes in attitudes, often view-
ing visitors as passive.

There has been research such as Sharon Macdonald’s landmark study,
“Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum” (Macdonald, 2002), which
aimed to understand how visitors culturally frame their experience—how
they recode and decode the exhibition. In doing so, the research sought
to go beyond the typical cognitive focus on “what visitors have learned”
or whether they “got” the intended messages. Ironically, and as a side
note, one of the ways identified that visitors in modern museum exhibi-
tions decode an exhibition is through consumption, which would mean
that the impact on changing behaviours and learning is largely passive.

Her book illustrates the challenges and even the futility of impact mea-
suring. Her in-depth, nuanced study of how visitors react and what they
take away is a tour de force—full of detail and insight. But how do you
crunch this into numbers for a report? How do you measure impact? How
do you determine success? This kind of research often remains isolated,
not operationalised or instrumentalised in the day-to-day running of
museums or in reports. It is often ignored, with no real attempt to transfer
findings into operational practice. Much of this research is rich, ethno-
graphic, nuanced—the kind of approach that’s hard to fit into the simpli-
fied, quantified formats museums tend to produce because of limited time
and resources.

In light of the fact that individual backgrounds shape a person’s inter-
pretation and potential for change, it becomes even more difficult to
quantify impact through metrics, which tend to overlook these differ-
ences. As numerous studies have shown—ranging from Pierre Bourdieu
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to Paul Willis—the value or impact of a work of art varies enormously
according to factors that make up a person’s identity, including age, class,
health, wealth, and so on. Another way of looking at it could be to view it
as the contrast between short-term engagement and long-term, sustained
engagement, and how these influence a person’s behaviour. For example,
family, upbringing, and social class are all ongoing influences and have a
huge effect on you, your way of behaving, and interpreting and decoding
the world. In contrast, a short-term museum visit cannot realistically com-
pete in terms of effecting lasting change in behaviour or outlook.

While the multifaceted nature of a person’s identity complicates impact
assessment, the challenge is further compounded when we consider the
timescales over which genuine change unfolds and how this could ever be
measured. Impact often occurs on different timescales. One of my main-
stays has been the evaluation of heritage community engagement projects
aimed at getting more people from underrepresented communities
involved in exhibitions and heritage interpretation. These collaborative
projects are potentially where impact measuring stands on firmer ground
due to the close working partnership, but even here, the timescales are not
commensurate with how changes are made in people’s lives. Beyond stat-
ing that the action happened, and these people came, did this, and said
this, we cannot be certain about the long-term impact. The practicalities
of financing for the evaluator, the funding restraints, and the finite scales
can only mostly describe what happened; any longer-term impacts are very
challenging to measure, even with community projects. Controlling what
happens with research and cultural productions in general, beyond the
museum space or the university, can be extremely time-consuming.
Evaluators simply don’t have the resources or the freedom to carry out
this task.

Take, for example, an exhibition on black dolls that I was involved in
evaluating at the National Trust Museum of Childhood, whose stated
impact objective was to contribute to more representation from ethnic
minority visitors. Suppose we have the statistics for subsequent years and
see an increase in ethnic minority visitors. How do we confidently attri-
bute this increase to the exhibition? It could be due to numerous other
factors, and ethnicity is only one aspect of identity. Moreover, studies
show that identity is fluid and dependent on context. As a result, scrutinis-
ing the data reveals that such attributions are often unfounded or overly
simplistic. In short, despite our desire for a clear, causal link, where the
exhibition directly causes increased attendance or engagement, we simply
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do not have the evidence to support that certainty. Long-term impact is
extremely difficult, if not impossible, to attribute definitively to a single
intervention or event.

As the previous discussion has hopefully highlighted, measuring the
impact of changes in individuals after experiencing a cultural output is
anything but straightforward. The sector, with its associated accountabil-
ity, yearns for a straightforward toolkit method of impact evaluation
(Belfiore, 2009, p. 3), and in this quest, it has tended to privilege quantita-
tive approaches largely borrowed from the disciplines of economics and
auditing. Where this is particularly prevalent in impact measurement is
measuring reach—how many individuals have experienced a piece and
been impacted by a cultural output. This is done largely through large
surveys and measuring footfall, internet traffic, ticket sales, social media
analysis, and media mentions. This data is usually triangulated with the
significance of impact to make a case for impact. However, this approach
is problematic as reach does not necessarily equate to change. It can be a
pathway to change but it isn’t actually evidence of change. It’s evidence
that it’s reached a number of people. Triangulating it with examples of
significance from verbal testimonies, a report may make a more compel-
ling argument, but as we saw, there are problems measuring significance;
we can’t really state this in any convincing way. The claim could be made
that with higher numbers of engagement, there is a higher likelihood of
change, but we’re assuming this. We can’t measure this in any truly mean-
ingful way.

Adding to the unfeasibility and flawed nature of measuring changes on
individuals, as touched upon before, those who work in the museum and
university sectors tend to assume they have positive impacts. Even before
impact measuring takes place, this is a fundamental flaw. Impact measuring
is based on the assumption that research and cultural outputs, such as heri-
tage projects and museums, inherently produce positive changes to indi-
viduals and society. This is compounded by the high stakes involved: final
reports for heritage projects must specify how much positive impact was
achieved, as funding has already been allocated. Similarly, research impact
assessments argue for the significance and reach of this impact to secure
further funding. In effect, what makes an impact on policymakers is if the
change is countable, rather than if the nature of the change is actually
positive or negative. This relates to a wider set of auditing processes
designed to make research accountable to the public purse. This consti-
tutes the ‘implicit optimism’ of the impact agenda. This pressure then
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distorts findings and methodologies from the outset, as impact can be
both negative and positive. Alongside this external pressure, there is a
largely shared belief within the museum and university sectors that they
only produce good impact, driven by an almost crusading belief in the
power of cultural productions to enlighten the masses. Ruksénaité (2022,
p. 21) describes this as the “goodness regime,” which relates to an unques-
tioned belief in the potent forces of culture and their power to fix societal
evils such as sexism, racism, and other social ills. Belfiore and Bennett
(2007, p. 135) refer to this as an “assumption” when discussing the social
value of the arts and their performance impacts. They argue that the corol-
lary of such thinking is that the arts produce no negative impacts, and if
they do, they are not worth mentioning. These assumptions are just that
assumptions and they have not been tested. As a result, methodologies
that only measure and explore positive impacts are inherently flawed.

THE ResuLts, WHERE THE PROBLEM LIES

Two words: accountability and advocacy. The outline above hopefully
serves as a stark reminder of the unfeasibility of accurately measuring
changes in behaviour brought about by engagement with cultural out-
puts. None of these points are new; they have been extensively discussed
in academic literature. Anyone with a research background would recog-
nise the core issues surrounding the attempt to measure impact rigorously
and meaningfully as described. So, why does this persistent obsession with
measuring the impact of changes in behaviour in the culture sector
continue?

My argument is that it’s driven primarily by accountability and advo-
cacy, manifested in the form of reports and assessments. Only by examin-
ing the final product—the report itself—can we truly understand the
problem and consider effective solutions.

Before delving deeper, I want to invoke American philosopher Harry
G. Frankfurt’s definition of bullshit (Frankfurt, 2005) from his seminal
book On Bulishit. Frankfurt describes two central aspects: first, ‘mindless-
ness’, a complete lack of concern with the truth on the part of the bullshit-
ter; and second, the fact that behind any production of bullshit lies a
bullshitter who is intentionally misleading his or her interlocutors so as to
pursue his or her own interests and purposes.

This section focuses on this lack of concern for the truth, in this case,
the flawed methodologies and results of measuring impact in the cultural
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sector to make claims around the alleged transformative powers of the arts
and culture and their presumed positive impacts on behaviours.

The methodologies employed serve a performative purpose: advocacy
and the appearance of accountability. They lend a veneer of legitimacy and
seriousness, but— as we’ve seen—impact measurement from the start is
fundamentally flawed. The focus on optics—on producing ‘impressive’
reports and workloads—tends towards what Frankfurt would call bullshit:
superficial, misrepresentative, and ultimately disconnected from the truth.

My own experience is relevant here. In my role as an exhibition/heri-
tage project evaluator, I was commissioned to evaluate whether projects
had achieved their aims. These would be documented in a report, with the
results often outlined in an executive summary using reporting language,
sprinkled with some negative points that were largely couched in terms of
“could do more of this”—not necessarily negatives. They have the feeling
of a ritual, akin to a court offering, complete with presentation, graphs,
and the accoutrements of data. But does anyone ever truly read them,
though? They are not compelling; instead, they are largely vacuous reports,
lent a serious air by graphs, charts, numbers, and formal sections with
business language—such as the executive summary—given levity and
attractiveness to busy cultural sector leaders and shakers through the use
of colours, often overused (pink, teal, etc.), and the heart-warming quotes
and photos of visitors or community groups from marginalised back-
grounds, intended to lend the exercise a sense of wholesomeness.

It is truly an art—balancing seriousness, ego-stroking, engaging for-
mats—and those who excel at it, such as leading evaluation consultancies,
command high fees in the UK sector. But here’s the paradox: do the read-
ers of these reports—those complicit in the “bullshitisation”—believe
what they see? Or are they lulled into a hypnotic state, mesmerised by
buzzwords, self-promotion, and bland corporate language? Is this act of
“bullshit” deliberate or simply an unconscious consequence of bureau-
cratic culture? In my view, the readers are often complicit. They may not
believe in the content, but they participate in the ritual—accepting these
reports as part of a performative dance that secures funding and maintains
status. I sometimes wonder whether there is an increasing fetishisation of
presentation. There’s nothing inherently wrong with being attracted to
graphs, presentations, and elaborate diagrams; different strokes for differ-
ent folks, as Sly Stone once sang. But acknowledging this fetishisation—
and understanding its role in maintaining the status quo—would be a step
forward.
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The real issue is that the actual data collection—the core process, often
overlooked, involving fieldwork and data gathering, whether with or with-
out a clipboard—is either avoided, poorly paid, or handed over to volun-
teers. The flawed nature of the methodologies and results is ignored.
Instead, organisations focus on the spectacle of presentation—the visual
and narrative packaging—or the planning phase, including setting objec-
tives, targets, and elaborate theories of change. These plans are often
incorporated into funding applications to demonstrate robustness and
rigour, and so the elaborate performance continues.

Why does all this matter? Because truth matters. The waste of resources,
the misallocation of people’s skills, and the distortion of priorities—these
exercises of bullshit are to the detriment of everyone involved, the sector,
and ultimately all of us. Additionally, the obsession with impact measure-
ment and its trappings, for the reasons outlined above, has serious effects
on the cultural outputs themselves. This is the focus of the next section.

THE NEGATIVE EFFECTS OF IMPACT MEASUREMENT
ON THE CULTURAL SECTOR

This might be the most contentious and speculative part of my argument.
It’s about how impact culture affects creative outputs—exhibitions, heri-
tage projects, research. From my own experience, and backed by thinkers
like Belfiore and Fisher, impact culture favours the easily measurable, flat-
tening the complexity of human expression. It’s the interference of tech-
nocratic, managerial culture—turning arts and research into standardised,
consumable products. Everything is becoming a “one show,” a
homogenised, inoffensive, flattened, commercially appealing spectacle. 1
believe impact measuring is part of the managerial, auditing culture that
dominates, and it has played a major role in creating this environment.
Personally, I would like to see more of the messy, halt-formed ideas, the
spontaneity, the humour, the anger, the whimsical, the directionless—in
short, life and experimentation, rather than the self-promotion and pol-
ished, highly competitive environments that dominate today in the cul-
tural sector. The successful cultural producer is increasingly rewarded for
technocratic, managerial qualities, while those who can’t or won’t com-
pete are sidelined.

I argue that the increasing instrumentalisation of the arts and research,
which goes hand in hand with impact measuring, has led to greater
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division, as these fields are often employed to promote specific agendas
rather than encourage meaningful dialogue. This can result in a backlash,
with audiences reacting against overtly preachy narratives and simplistic
portrayals in exhibitions. The assumption that every initiative has a posi-
tive impact overlooks the complexity of societal issues and contributes to
public uncertainty, alienating the public who may feel their concerns are
dismissed. This dynamic can stifle productive conversations and hinder
collaboration.

Moreover, impact measurement tends to prioritise short-term, easily
quantifiable results over deeper, transformative shifts, which ultimately
sustains the hegemonic ideology by discouraging genuine political engage-
ment and reinforcing dominant worldviews that are perceived as natural
and unchangeable. Jeremy Gilbert and the late Mark Fisher have described
the impact report in a university context as a ranking system—a control
mechanism used by management. The report becomes a tool for bureau-
crats, but there is a crucial distinction: effective management and good
governance are not the same as managerialism. The latter—more akin to
bureaucracy—entails a technocratic authority that often serves narrow
interests, imposing regulatory processes that weaken organisational auton-
omy without genuinely enhancing efficiency (Gilbert & Fisher, 2013).

Additionally, this “bullshitisation” diminishes trust among visitors,
researchers, and the public. It encourages self-promotion rather than
meaningful knowledge, deep reflection, or societal change (Brown, 2018).
In university research, impact assessments—especially under REF—
become career-defining tools, turning inquiry into a game of compliance
in favour of superficial metrics based on questionable data. The arts and
humanities lose out in this impact-driven culture, which favours policy,
utilitarian, and economic outcomes that can be more clearly evidenced in
other fields. Impact assessments skew research priorities, marginalise
experimental work, and reinforce a focus on industry and policy change.

Furthermore, measuring change within a project has its value to partici-
pants as a reflective exercise, but having it measured, quantified, and always
massaged into a positive can distort authentic discoveries. An image con-
trol exercise can negatively impact trust building, which is crucial in com-
munity initiatives, and reinforces hierarchies. Communities often perceive
their involvement as superficial, tokenistic, or instrumentalised—primarily
for image-building. When the purpose shifts from the communities them-
selves to cater to funders or external interests, it can lead to detrimental
short-termism. Reporting should ideally be a side product, primarily for
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advocacy. Moreover, impact evaluations are often dictated by national
organisations, frequently disconnected from grassroots contexts. When
evaluation is not rooted in grassroots experiences, it prioritises top-down
metrics over genuine community engagement.

Finally, impact measurement, along with its complex jargon and infra-
structure, creates additional barriers for community and marginalised
groups to be included on an equal basis in cultural projects. It also consoli-
dates power among those with the resources and language skills necessary
to navigate and implement an impact agenda.

Potential Solutions, New Divections

There is nothing inherently wrong with cultural outputs that aim to have
an impact. However, this chapter’s argument is to recognise the limita-
tions of measurement.

Advocacy and image control in the cultural sector have reached levels I
have not seen in other European countries where I have lived. It has cre-
ated a vibrant but heavily managed environment. Compare this to other
European countries, such as Spain, where a quick glance at job advertise-
ments reveals the difference. However, it is also clear that the prevailing
over-managerialisation and auditing culture have negative effects. I believe
it’s time to learn from these mistakes and adopt a different approach—
rather than simply copying the UK’s advocacy-focused cultural sector.

Let me be clear, I don’t suggest we stop creating or planning for impact.
There are many positives, especially when based on rigorous research.
However, I propose that we reflect honestly on the limitations of measure-
ment and question the overreliance on the written word as the primary
means of assessing impact. We should instead emphasise more research
into how the public interacts with cultural outputs, how visitors interpret
exhibitions and how the public engages with research. These can serve as
valuable resources for the cultural producers themselves—a rich seam and
a useful research source. Further research will identify a broader range of
cultural framings used in relation to different exhibitions. Understanding
these presuppositions and assumptions could, for example, help create
exhibitions that draw from, challenge, or reflect on them, contributing to
a growing body of case material—hopefully in insightful and provocative
ways. That’s where our efforts and resources should go if we truly want
arts and culture to contribute to impact and active citizenship.
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I view advocacy—whether for funding or presenting a case to the pub-
lic—as a distinct process. This is where we gather data, providing clear
causal links that will be limited in most cases—being honest about what
can be proven—and limit our claims accordingly. We should be transpar-
ent about who it’s for and what it aims to achieve.

Separately, assessments for funding and accountability should be based
on the integrity and quality of the research or exhibition, judged by inde-
pendent experts in those fields. Extra care should be taken to ensure the
assessment process is as impartial and arms-length as possible, involving
outside assessors from different sectors and rotating reviewers to minimise
bias and favouritism. This process can be enriched by incorporating diverse
perspectives, rather than becoming a rigid, flattening procedure. Respect
for expertise is crucial.

I understand that publicly funded cultural outputs need accountability,
but this should be tailored to each project. It must be flexible and not a
one-size-fits-all approach. The process should not overshadow the actual
output if the process becomes more valued or better funded than the
work itself.

In many cases where measurement isn’t possible, I’'m calling for an
end—or at least a limit, to impact measurement driven by short-termism,
emphasising honesty about what can be measured, proven, and effectively
presented. I believe we should admit it and refrain from using it.
Honesty is key.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS /INDEX

AHRC

Arts and Humanities Research Council—a funding body in the UK
responsible for supporting research in the arts and humanities.

Cultural Sector in the UK

Includes museums, galleries, heritage sites, and arts organisations oper-
ating within the UK, often governed by national policies and funding
structures.

Impact Assessment / Impact Evaluation

The systematic process of measuring and demonstrating the societal,
cultural, or economic effects of a project or research activity, often tied to
UK funding mandates.

Impact Case Study
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A structured, typically three- to five-page report submitted by UK uni-
versities to demonstrate the societal, economic, or cultural impact of their
research. Used in REF evaluations to assess research influence beyond
academia.

Impact Officer / Impact Evaluator

A professional role within UK institutions responsible for designing,
collecting, and reporting impact data to meet funding and accountability
requirements.

Managerialism

A belief in or reliance on management techniques and principles to
govern institutions, often emphasising efficiency and accountability.

National Lottery Heritage Fund

A UK government-administered funding body that distributes pro-
ceeds from the National Lottery to heritage, cultural, and community
projects. Impact assessments are often required to demonstrate project
success.

Research Excellence Framework (REF)

A periodic national assessment in the UK that evaluates the quality and
impact of university research. Outcomes influence funding allocation and
institutional reputation.

UKRI

UK Research and Innovation—the national funding agency that sup-
ports research and innovation across the UK.
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CHAPTER 4

Exploring Cultural Impact in Exhibition
Design: A Holistic Approach to Sustainability
Across the Life Cycle Phases

Laura Asion-Suner and Anna Maria Biedermann

THE ROLE OF CULTURE IN SUSTAINABILITY DEVELOPMENT

Incorporating the cultural dimension into the traditional three pillars of
sustainability—environmental, economic and social—is essential for
achieving a truly holistic approach to sustainable development (Soini &
Birkeland, 2014). Culture is a cornerstone of identity and human develop-
ment, shaping values, behaviors and decision-making processes (British
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Council, 2020). Cultural projects influence both territorial and social
development (Jelinéi¢, 2022). By integrating cultural considerations, sus-
tainability initiatives can be tailored to the specific contexts and traditions
of the communities they serve, ensuring relevance and inclusivity. Cultural
practices often carry deep ecological knowledge and traditional wisdom
that enhance resilience to environmental challenges, while fostering inno-
vation and creativity through unique expressions and approaches (George,
2024). It is also the culture that shapes our views toward sustainability
(Birtch, 2024).

Additionally, culture plays a crucial role in promoting inclusivity and
social cohesion, bridging divides in multicultural societies and ensuring
that sustainability efforts address representation and equity (Pascual,
2016). Recognizing culture also supports intergenerational equity by pre-
serving and passing down traditions, knowledge and identity, which are
fundamental to long-term sustainability (Throsby, 2017). Furthermore,
cultural expressions contribute significantly to well-being by providing
purpose, belonging and joy, reminding us that sustainability is not just
about survival but about well-being and thriving. Aligning with global
agendas such as the UNESCO Culture 2030 Indicators and the Sustainable
Development Goals (UNESCO, 2019), particularly SDG Target 11.4,
which emphasizes safeguarding cultural heritage, integrating culture
enriches sustainability efforts by honoring diversity and addressing the
unique needs of communities. By linking culture with environmental, eco-
nomic and social dimensions, we can create sustainable solutions that are
not only effective but also meaningful and enduring (Biedermann
etal., 2022).

When discussing the inclusion of the cultural dimension in sustainabil-
ity within the literature, many studies focus on generating actions aimed at
making services or products more sustainable without clearly providing
tools to measure how much more sustainable a product or service becomes
as a result of those recommendations (Soini & Dessein, 2016; Hawkes,
2001; Brocchi, 2008). While known strategies from sustainable design
methodologies can be applied, we cannot confidently assert that a product
or service is indeed more sustainable until it is evaluated in a specific con-
text. For instance, consider replacing printed materials with projections,
which, in theory, aligns with dematerialization and reducing the use of raw
materials. However, depending on the duration of the event, this substitu-
tion could ultimately be less sustainable—generating a greater environ-
mental, economic and/or social impact—than using traditional printed
materials (Muoz et al., 2021).
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THE CHALLENGES OF THE SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT
IN FOUR DIMENSIONS

To integrate the four dimensions of sustainability (environmental, social,
economic, and cultural), an assessment of the impacts generated by each
of them is required. Currently, there are frameworks that address this
assessment, such as the Impact & Insight Toolkit (Booth-Kurpnieks et al.,
2023), developed in England, which is based on the Australian tool
TAKSO developed by the Cultural Development Network (CDN, 2025).
Both models present an approach based on the four dimensions of sustain-
ability mentioned and an additional fifth dimension: governance. This rep-
resents a breakthrough in the development of sustainability assessment
methodologies.

However, both tools have two important limitations. The first is that
they rely on declarative perception as a measure of impact. Although this
approach is appropriate for measuring cultural impact, it has limitations in
the other three dimensions. If we focus on the environmental dimension,
these tools assess whether public understanding of ecological problems
has improved using Likert scales. Yet, environmental assessment conven-
tionally employs standardized quantitative indicators, such as kgCO:
equivalent for Global Warming Potential or megajoules (M]) for embod-
ied energy. Similarly, in the economic dimension, the toolkit evaluates the
perception of improvements in professional practice capability, whereas
established economic indicators include metrics such as total costs
(expressed in monetary units) or added value.

The second limitation lies in the toolkit’s linear conceptualization of
cultural projects. Its implementation follows a process based on predefined
Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for planning cultural actions. These
KPIs are implemented and subsequently evaluated through surveys.
Therefore, this process does not take into account the incorporation of a
life-cycle perspective, which is essential for conducting a holistic assess-
ment. These limitations demonstrate the need for further development of
sustainability assessment methodologies in the cultural field.

Based on these four dimensions, every product, action, or flow involved
in the life cycle of the analyzed system (depending on the scope) should
ideally be assessed simultaneously across all four dimensions using the
indicators that give the major understanding about the impact produced.
This comprehensive perspective ensures that sustainability is addressed not
only in terms of ecological preservation, financial viability, and social
equity, but also through the recognition and safeguarding of cultural
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values. In this regard, the cultural dimension poses a significant challenge
when approaching a quantitative assessment in a similar way to how the
other three dimensions do in a standardized way (Biedermann etal., 2024).

Thus, integrating cultural considerations into sustainability assessment
requires a flexible and participatory approach capable of measuring quan-
titative indicators as well as subjective values (Stephenson, 2023). In the
literature, a wide range of proposals for evaluating cultural impact is found.
Some methodologies are designed to document and showcase efforts
made in cultural activities (O’Brien & Oakley, 2015), while others aim to
compare the initial situation with the improved service (Biedermann et al.,
2023). These approaches are useful for measuring the effectiveness of
individual projects or providing accountability for cultural initiatives.

However, what is notably absent is a framework capable of maintaining
a certain level of objectivity while enabling the comparison of different
cultural products or services across multiple dimensions. Existing methods
often focus on qualitative insights or context-specific evaluations, which,
while valuable, are not easily adaptable to different scenarios or compara-
ble across diverse cultural contexts (Sagnia, 2004 ). The challenge lies in
developing a standardized yet flexible approach that incorporates the four
dimensions of sustainability—environmental, economic, social and cul-
tural—while ensuring that the cultural dimension is given equal weight
and treated with the rigor typically afforded to the others, and analyzed in
the life cycle perspective. This would require methodologies that go
beyond anecdotal or context-specific measurements, focusing instead on
creating scalable, transferable indicators that balance quantitative and
qualitative data.

CULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT INDICATORS

The indicators used in some studies to define cultural impact often, by
their very nature, reference another dimension (Blumenthal & Wittlin,
1971, Jelin€i¢, 2021; Yan & Liu, 2023). For example, quantitative indica-
tors include metrics such as the number of participants or hours of cultural
training delivered (more representative for the social dimension) or funds
allocated to cultural preservation (proper to the economic dimension).
This overlap is not uncommon, as we also observe similar crossovers in the
evaluation of other dimensions, for instance, salaries used as indicators of
social impact. We are not suggesting that this is inherently a mistake, as the
four dimensions are deeply interconnected, and it is natural for this
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interconnection and interdependence to be reflected in the nature of the
indicators themselves. However, the issue arises when none of the indica-
tors employed to define a specific dimension is genuinely capable of assess-
ing the impact rooted in that dimension. This lack of precision undermines
the ability to accurately evaluate the distinct contributions of cul-
tural impact.

The evaluation process is often laborious and time-consuming; there-
fore, it is common to limit the number of indicators within each dimen-
sion. This raises the question of whether it is appropriate to narrow the
scope within the cultural dimension—particularly when it is already
expressed using a Likert scale—or whether it would be more meaningful
to construct a composite indicator. The purpose of the results is not only
to understand the impacts—that is, the changes produced—but also to
enable comparison across different services and to support improvement
by introducing adjustments that reduce negative impacts or enhance posi-
tive ones.

Each cultural service operates under specific needs and within a distinct
contextual environment. Actions and strategies that prove beneficial for
one may be detrimental for another when variables such as the space,
durability, or the nature of the stakeholders involved are considered.
Applying a standardized methodology is essential for objectively compar-
ing the impact of different cultural services. This sustainability assessment
should evaluate the same indicators at the same life cycle phases, thus
involving the same stakeholders. These parameters facilitate the compari-
son of results, especially if the same units of measurement are used to
conduct these assessments.

Figure 4.1 compares three different methods for cultural sustainability
assessment:

1. Method based on Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment (LCSA), which
includes Cultural Dimension (Biedermann et al., 2024);

2. Impact & Insight Toolkit (Booth-Kurpnieks et al., 2023);

3. TAKSO tool developed by the Cultural Development Network
(CDN, 2025).

For these three cases, the indicators employed by each method have
been compiled with the aim of identifying common elements that enable
establishment of comparison. These indicators encompass both qualitative
and quantitative dimensions and can be assessed through a range of



50

LIFE CYCLE SUSTAINABILITY
ASSESSMENT (LCSA)
+ CULTURAL DIMENSION

(Biedermann, A. M, et al., 2024)
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Fig. 4.1 Comparison of three methods for Cultural Sustainability Assessment

methodologies, including interviews, participatory workshops, and sur-
veys, among others. Additionally, each method specifies the stakeholder
groups it targets, establishing a direct relationship with the life cycle phases
of the cultural service, as each stakeholder is typically associated with a
specific stage within that cycle.

Four common indicators have been identified across the three assess-
ment methods: creativity, learning, sense of community belonging, and
diversity. In the case of the TAKSO method, learning is divided into two
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distinct indicators—personal learning and insights—while sense of com-
munity belonging is similarly represented by both cultural pride and cele-
bration. Although the method introduces subtle distinctions between
these indicators, both pairs ultimately correspond to the common indica-
tors shared with the other two assessment frameworks.

If the objective is to evaluate a single representative indicator for the
cultural dimension, it is therefore advisable to select one of these four
indicators common to all three methods. Doing so would help to ensure
comparability of results, provided that the assessments use the same units
of measurement and engage equivalent stakeholder groups.

Additionally, certain indicators are shared between pairs of methods.
For example, reflection and emotion are common to both LCSA + Culture
and TAKSO, while aesthetics appears in both LCSA + Culture and Impact
& Insight. Notably, all five indicators included in the Impact & Insight
method correspond with those in the other two frameworks. In contrast,
both LCSA + Culture and TAKSO define several unique indicators not
found in the others. Specifically, LCSA + Culture incorporates preserva-
tion, dissemination, uncertainty, identity, and awuthenticity/oviginality,
while TAKSO introduces perspective, understanding, worldview, curiosity,
and challenge.

Additionally, Fig. 4.1 presents selected direct statements from each
method regarding the stakeholders they consider. Although both TAKSO
and Impact & Insight conceptually address a general public, in practice
their surveys and participatory workshops focus primarily on the visitor
audience. The same applies to LCSA + Culture. While this method does
not restrict the range of stakeholders, in the case study analyzed in Fig. 4.1,
it is likewise applied exclusively to visitors. As a result, all methods ulti-
mately concentrate their evaluations on the same stakeholder group within
the provision phase, despite the theoretical potential to incorporate addi-
tional stakeholders from across the life cycle. This outcome is unsurpris-
ing, given that visitors are typically regarded as the stakeholder group
upon whom cultural services exert the most direct and observable cultural
impact. Nevertheless, cultural services also influence other stakeholders
throughout the life cycle, including co-creators, technical staft, and opera-
tional teams. For this reason, it is necessary to advance cultural impact
assessment methodologies to ensure that indicators are evaluated not only
in relation to visitors but also to other stakeholders involved in and affected
by cultural services across all life cycle phases.
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LirE CYCLE SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT PERSPECTIVE

Current studies have successfully assessed the cultural dimension through
quantitative data obtained during the use phase through visitor surveys.
The results are integrated with the assessment of sustainability in the envi-
ronmental, economic, and social dimensions during the cultural service
provision phase (Biedermann et al., 2024). However, there are no previ-
ous cases of a holistic assessment of the four dimensions that consider the
entire life cycle. This significant gap highlights both the complexity and
the pressing need for innovative, context-sensitive approaches to assess
cultural impacts beyond the use phase, particularly in the creation and
end-of-life phases, which have remained largely unexplored in sustainabil-
ity research. In particular, the creation phase holds substantial cultural
value, as it involves processes of curatorial negotiation, design decisions
and the activation of local and institutional knowledge systems that shape
the cultural significance of a cultural product (Fairclough et al., 2008).
Yet, these formative processes are seldom subjected to systematic evalua-
tion, despite their capacity to influence cultural narratives, representation
and inclusivity long before audiences interact with the final product
(O’Brien & Oakley, 2015).

For this reason, this chapter proposes a paradigm shift, emphasizing
critical, though often overlooked, cultural impacts that are generated and
experienced during the creation, provision, and end-of-life phase of a cul-
tural service. By addressing this critical yet underexplored perspective, the
study aims to contribute to the development of methodological approaches
and context-sensitive indicators that facilitate more integrated and bal-
anced assessment of sustainability across its four dimensions along the
entire life cycle.

CREATION STAGE

This initial stage is not merely preparatory, but rather a dynamic site of
cultural production and transformation involving artists, collaborators,
and sometimes early community participants. Cultural events, conceived
to “celebrate and promote artistic, historical, and social aspects,” begin to
generate their impact from the moment of conception and initial coordi-
nation, which implies that impact considerations are essential from
the outset.
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The impacts that emerge during the creative process are of a unique
nature. They can manifest in various ways—for example, in the creators
themselves (skills development, shifts in perspective, new understand-
ings), in collaborative dynamics (formation of new social bonds, shared
languages, trust), and in the incipient cultural forms being developed
(innovative artistic expressions, reinterpretations of heritage). These
“processual impacts” are often intangible and relational, and they shape
both the final event intended for the public and its potential for broader
cultural resonance. Culture-based creativity—which involves intuition,
affect, and the challenging of conventions—can lead to new visions and
community values, first manifesting among the creators (KEA European
Affairs, 2009).

Artists, far from being isolated geniuses, are “embedded in social and
cultural contexts,” and their work is “influenced by the social and his-
torical conditions in which they live.” Interactions, social norms, and
institutional contexts within the creative process shape what is consid-
ered “creative” and “impactful” (Burns et al., 2015). Even before public
presentation, the act of creating has the capacity to challenge norms and
generate cultural identities (Tchermalykh, 2024). In this way, the cre-
ative process immerses those who participate in it in an experience that
fosters their intellectual, social, and emotional growth. Its evaluation
must therefore consider the observation of personal motivation and
commitment.

This approach is inspired by thinkers such as Douglas Worts, whose
work advocates for a vision of culture as a “living process” of human adap-
tation and meaning-making (Worts, 2011). Evaluating the cultural impact
in the creation phase requires understanding how the cultural event is
configured from the beginning, and can become “catalysts for cultural
adaptation and transformation” (Worts, 2004 ). Therefore, carrying out a
prospective assessment involves anticipating potential impacts, while for-
mative evaluation allows for iterative refinement based on emerging
insights during the creative process. Worts’ “Inside-Outside Model”
(Worts & Dal Santo, 2022) encourages planning for cultural impacts from
the beginning, making it directly relevant for evaluation in the creation
phase. Its emphasis on “meaningful experiences” suggests that the creative
process should be a site of experiences for those involved (Worts, 2003).

The collaboration and knowledge transfer carried out during the cre-
ation phase allows for the generation of a cultural experience that includes
a broad audience. Thus, cultural events seek to generate dialogue between
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different stakeholders, with the creation phase being the one with the
greatest interaction and meaning-making within a core group (Burns
et al., 2015). The values and dynamics represented within this core
group—whether collaborative, hierarchical, or inclusive—will inevitably
shape the event’s “DNA.” Therefore, if the creation phase itself embodies
positive cultural values (e.g., respect, shared voice), it is more likely that
the final event will successfully project these values and achieve its intended
cultural impact (Impact & Insight Toolkit). This makes the creation phase
a kind of rehearsal or cultural prefiguration. Dimensions such as fostering
“appreciation and engagement with new and diverse cultural experiences,
expanding knowledge and understanding, and stimulating creativity”
(Wallace, 2024) may first emerge within the creative team itself. The
framework of “shifts in meaning, shifts in connection, and shifts in power”
(Vervoort et al., 2024) is highly relevant for conceptualizing these early
impacts.

Furthermore, assessing cultural impact in the creative phase can alter
the creative process itself. This is known as the “observer effect” and poses
a particular challenge, as the assessment introduces an element of scrutiny
(Zhang, 2024). During evaluation, creators alter their behavior and deci-
sions according to their expectations of what evaluators want to see.
Whether consciously or unconsciously, this alteration can affect creativity
and the interpretation of impacts. For this reason, evaluation processes
should be highly participatory and responsive. This helps build trust and
ensure that the evaluation supports the creative process.

The quantification and evaluation of cultural impacts during the cre-
ation phase present distinct methodological and conceptual challenges.
This is because some participants not only register cultural impacts, such
as acquiring new knowledge, shifting values, or developing a sense of
belonging, but also actively shape the elements that will, in turn, influence
the cultural experiences of others. Nevertheless, cultural impact can occur
in every participant in this process; therefore, if we aim for a holistic evalu-
ation, we must take it into account.

PROVISION STAGE

This stage refers to the moment when the public engages with the cultural
service or enjoys a cultural product. In this context, audiences are the pri-
mary stakeholders. In numerous previous studies, it is precisely the
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audiences who, after attending the visit or cultural event, respond to a
series of questions, assessing the degree of impact that the cultural service
has had on them in aspects related to them as individuals, or part of a col-
lective or in relation to heritage etc.

If we are interested in conducting a more segmented study, we could
divide our audience according to their characteristics by applying various
methods. For instance, Falk and Lynn (2008) and Falk and Dierking
(2016) proposes identifying different types of visitors based on the needs
they seek to fulfill—that is, their underlying motivations. Visits are not
random but are driven by a purpose, even if that purpose is not always
consciously recognized. Falk primarily distinguishes five visitor types:
Explorers, Facilitators, Professional /Hobbyists, Experience Seekers, and
Rechargers/Reflective visitors.

Other commonly applied segmentation criteria are based entirely on
demographic characteristics such as geographic origin, age, or educational
level. Further dimensions include frequency of visits or the composition of
the group during the experience. By analyzing cultural impact through a
segmented audience approach, we can draw detailed conclusions about its
effects on specific groups while also gathering data on overall
sustainability.

However, along the provision stage, it is also essential to consider all
the personnel involved in visitor service before, during, and after their
experience, such as ticketing staff, front-of-house personnel, or staft work-
ing in gift shops. Internal security personnel are also continuously exposed
to the cultural content for extended periods. Likewise, cleaning and main-
tenance personnel—responsible for safeguarding the integrity of collec-
tions and exhibition layouts—can also be expected to establish a form of
relationship with them through ongoing interaction. Assuming that these
occupational groups are unaffected by cultural impact would be a signifi-
cant oversimplification. Cultural impact can emerge not only through
direct exposure to content but also through the way work is structured
and experienced in this phase.

Additionally, the marketing team plays a key role at this stage by imple-
menting strategies planned earlier and maintaining constant communica-
tion with the media, which in turn shapes public perception of the cultural
value of the service provided.
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END-OF-LIFE STAGE

The end-of-life stage is not merely a terminal event, but a moment of pro-
found transition that can reconfigure collective memory, values, and the
identity of a community (Lowenthal, 1985). While the circular economy
has popularized strategies such as recycling, reuse, and remanufacturing
for material aspects (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013), a truly sustain-
able approach must also consider what happens to the inherent cultural
value of what is dismantled, discarded, or ceases to exist in its original
form. This cultural value is not always tangible; it may reside in symbolic
meaning, associated narratives, the social practices it supported, or the
skills it helped to foster. It is at this stage, when a cultural service or prod-
uct reaches its end, that decisions must be made about preserving ele-
ments of tangible or intangible heritage, archiving them, and managing
their future. In many cases, technical teams are also involved in disman-
tling the infrastructures that supported the cultural service or product.
They must determine whether components can be reused or should be
discarded. These professional teams, to varying degrees, come into con-
tact with the cultural product or service. Even if they are not directly
exposed to its content or did not participate in the cultural experience, this
interaction can nevertheless spark their curiosity or motivation to engage
with future cultural events.

Cultural sustainability in the end-of-life phase compels us to look
beyond the material and the immediate. This makes it possible to consider
the durability of the knowledge transmitted by the cultural product or
service, valuing the memorability and intangible legacy of cultural cre-
ations. Integrating cultural impact assessment in this phase entails acquir-
ing a new perspective where the end of the cycle is not a total loss, but a
culturally enriched transformation. This is an opportunity to build new
cultural services that are conscious and respectful of heritage.

Considering the end-of-life phase therefore involves actions that lay the
groundwork for restarting the cycle, resulting in a repetitive process.
Common events such as travelling exhibitions, concerts or theatre perfor-
mances have a cyclical nature where the end-of-life phase is only partial. In
this way, incomplete end-of-life stages relate to the creation phases of sub-
sequent cycles, the scope of which may be more limited compared to the
initial creation.

When discussing end-of-life, we must also confront the question of
what criteria define the boundaries of preservation. As a society, can we
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truly preserve everything we consider heritage for an infinite amount of
time? This question, perhaps, belongs in another book.

CASE ANALYSIS: PHASES OF ITINERARY EXHIBITION LIFE
CYCLE AND STAKEHOLDERS INVOLVED

In order to translate these reflections into practical terms, they will be
illustrated through a case study: a traveling exhibition as a cultural service.
This example has been selected due to the complexity of the service, which
involves the interaction of multiple stakeholders across varied geographi-
cal and cultural contexts, as well as distinct operational demands at
each venue.

To carry out a life cycle sustainability assessment, it is essential to com-
pile a comprehensive inventory that includes all actions, as well as the raw
materials and equipment used in each phase of the service. Each of the
elements—whether actions or materials— can generate environmental,
economic, and social impacts, and, as we will demonstrate below, also
cultural impacts.

If the life cycle of the travelling exhibition is divided into the three gen-
eral phases (creation, provision and end-of-life), we observe that each of
them involves distinct processes and stakeholders. Their actions generate
concrete impacts and can be evaluated from a sustainability perspective. In
this way, the stakeholders of a cultural service can not only generate cul-
tural impact, but also come to receive it. Although visitors are traditionally
considered as the main stakeholders, it is noted that other stakeholders
such as museographers, designers or installers are also equally exposed to
the cultural impact of the exhibition.

Figure 4.2 presents the structure and stakeholders involved in the gen-
eral life cycle phases that comprise a cultural exhibition.

The creation phase plays a decisive role in shaping the cultural signifi-
cance of an exhibition, as it is during this stage that key conceptual, cura-
torial, and logistical decisions are made. The creation phase encompasses
the processes from the initial conception of the exhibition to the comple-
tion of its physical assembly. It is divided into four sub-phases:

1. Planification, led by organizers and administrators, who are respon-
sible for managing timelines, resource allocation, partnerships, and
compliance with legal or institutional frameworks. Their role is
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Fig. 4.2 Life cycle of a cultural exhibition: Phases and stakeholder involved

crucial, as they determine the composition of the working teams and
have the capacity to promote diversity, interdisciplinarity, and bal-
ance within the project structure.

2. Ideation involves a diverse range of stakeholders, including artists,
directors, curators, and commissioners, who are responsible for
defining the exhibition’s themes, selecting the narratives to be pre-
sented, and shaping the cultural messages to be conveyed and con-
sidering how the narrative might resonate across different future
local contexts. At the same time, designers and museographers must
interpret these contents in order to distribute them spatially and
represent them through tangible elements, considering at all times
the production process. This is a key task in order to get the content
to the public in an effective way. In addition, they also consider the
rotation of the exhibition and its next destination, taking into
account factors such as transport. This directly influences the subse-
quent environmental and economic impacts.
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3. Manufacture is carried out by specialized providers responsible for
producing and transporting the exhibition components, including
artworks, scenography structures, and informational supports.
While this subphase is fully implemented at the first venue, it must
be partially replicated at each subsequent destination. The possibil-
ity of designing museography elements to be easily transported and
reused has a direct impact on all dimensions of sustainability.

4. Assembly and installation, which involves carpenters, installers and
painters tasked with physically setting up the exhibition space
according to the approved design.

The stakeholders involved in these four sub-phases are also supported
by legal and insurance services, as well as by the teams responsible for
merchandising. Defining “cultural impact” in the creation phase involves
focusing on the changes that occur internally within the creative process
and among its direct participants.

The provision phase covers the period during which the exhibition is
open to the public. It includes:

1. Resource management, carried out by operations managers and their
technical teams, as well as by the team responsible for ticketing and
group reservations. Coordination is also required with the educa-
tional teams that deliver activities and workshops related to the exhi-
bition content.

2. Communication management, which encompasses advertising
efforts to promote the exhibition, liaising with press and media to
ensure visibility and sustained interest in the subject matter, as well
as organizing events aimed at maintaining public engagement
throughout the entire period the exhibition remains open to visitors;

3. Visitors, who are the main audience to whom all the efforts invested
during the creation phase of the exhibition are directed. For this
reason, this group receives a high cultural impact no matter how the
visit has taken place, whether as individuals or groups, or as close
members of the community or spontaneous visitors. This makes visi-
tors active recipients who contribute to the cultural value of the
exhibition through their interpretations and interactions, influenc-
ing their future interactions and those of other potential visitors.
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4. Visitor support, involving guides, informers and user experience per-

sonnel who mediate between the exhibition content and the public,
thereby influencing audience perception and cultural impact. These
professionals may also facilitate or adapt access to the exhibition
content to accommodate the individual needs of visitors. The team
responsible for the exhibition shop ensures access to objects and
memorabilia that serve as tangible extensions of the experience,
whether as souvenirs or as resources that allow visitors to deepen
their understanding beyond the exhibition itself, such as through
publications available for purchase.

. Maintenance and security, which encompass activities carried out by

collection managers and conservators, as well as cleaning and inven-
tory staff. Together with security staff, these stakeholders ensure
that the condition of the exhibition, its collections, museography
elements, and the physical space in which it is presented are pre-
served and maintained in optimal condition throughout the entire
provision phase.

The end-of-life phase addresses the processes that follow the exhibi-

tion’s closure:

1. Disassembly and classification. Before the exhibition ends, it is essen-

tial to document the cultural impact that the event has had on visi-
tors throughout the exhibition. This involves the collection of oral
testimonies, the recording of designs or the development of user
surveys, among other types of relevant documentary record. The
final objective is to generate a cultural memory that not only consid-
ers the material aspects of the exhibition, but also intangible aspects
such as its meaning and the way it is interpreted by different com-
munities. This curatorial and archival work unfolds in parallel with
the physical disassembly of the exhibition, carried out by carpenters,
technicians, and logistics teams, once the collection has been safely
removed from the exhibition space. Together, these efforts ensure
that the conclusion of the exhibition is not merely a logistical task,
but a culturally meaningful phase within its life cycle.
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2. Transportation follows the disassembly. Couriers oversee the return
of collections and artworks to their institutions of origin or the next
venues on the exhibition’s itinerary. Other components are trans-
ported to storage facilities for potential reuse, while materials desig-
nated for disposal are sent to appropriate recycling centers.

3. Archivation and storage, the management of archives, and the stor-
age of collections require ongoing work after the exhibition ends. In
this phase, the condition of the artworks is assessed, and, when nec-
essary, restoration processes may be initiated. These tasks are over-
seen by collectors, conservators, and custodians, who ensure the
long-term preservation and care of the items.

4. Treatment of used materinls,handled by waste receivers and managers.

Though often overlooked in sustainability assessments, this phase gen-
erates significant cultural, environmental, economic, and social impacts,
particularly in terms of heritage conservation, memory transmission and
the sustainable management of resources.

A HoLisTiIC APPROACH TO SUSTAINABILITY ASSESSMENT

To comprehensively evaluate an itinerant exhibition service and from a
life-cycle perspective, each action and material used should be inventoried
for subsequent assessment across the four dimensions of sustainability.
Naturally, some data will be difficult to obtain due to their nature. For
instance, in traditional life cycle sustainability assessments, measuring the
social impact of raw materials is notoriously complex. Similarly, evaluating
the cultural impact of the raw material presents comparable challenges,
not because it is impossible, but because of a lack of data or difficult access
to data collection.

However, systematically recording and later evaluating the majority of
actions carried out by stakeholders, as well as the materials used through-
out the various phases of the life cycle, remains the only viable way to
ensure a holistic evaluation. This approach allows for a more detailed
understanding of the impact of cultural products and services on sustain-
ability. Thus, by identifying the sources of impact, strategies can be pro-
posed to mitigate the negative effects or enhance the positive ones.
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Table 4.1 presents a framework for the holistic assessment of sustain-
ability based on the Life Cycle Sustainability Assessment (LCSA) method-
ology. Originally developed to evaluate the environmental dimension
(E-LCA), this approach was later expanded to incorporate economic
(LCC) and social (S-LCA) dimensions. Today, LCSA is widely applied
across multiple fields by both researchers and practitioners as a

Table 4.1 LCSA methodological scheme applied to the case of traveling

exhibition
LCSA + Culture

1. GOAL AND
SCOPE
DEFINITION

2. INVENTORY
ANALYSIS

3. IMPACT
ASSESSEMNT

4. RESULTS
INTERPRETATION

Description

— Study objectives

— Scope of the study

— Functional unit
definition

Comprehensive record of
actions, materials, and
energy, as well as the
stakeholders involved.

— Selection of indicators

— Assessment tools

— Evaluation of the
impact of all actions
or resources in the
four dimensions

The interpretation of the
results by competition
with another product or
services or to improve the
service in the future.

Traveling exhibition case

Objective: To identify the sources of

impact of the traveling exhibition.

Scope: Eight years of duration across

eight different venues, covering the

entire life cycle.

Impact unit: Impact per year per

visitor.

Recording resources and actions

from the start of planning

throughout the entire life cycle,

including transportation between the

different venues, and considering

resource management during the

final phase.

— Environment — kg CO:

— Economy - € (euros)

— Social - h (hours of work or
involvement)

— Culture - Likert scale

Integration of quantitative,

semi-quantitative, and qualitative

data.

Assessment of each action or

resource across the four dimensions.

Analysis of positive and negative

impacts in each phase of the life

cycle.

Comparison of results with other

cultural services.

Improvement proposals based on the

reduction of negative impacts and

the enhancement of positive impacts.
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standardized tool for assessing the sustainability of various systems and
products. Owing to its broad acceptance and established methodological
consistency, LCSA provides an appropriate platform for integrating cul-
ture as a fourth pillar of sustainability. In the proposed framework, the
cultural dimension is introduced as an additional dimension alongside the
existing three. Figure 4.3 illustrates the interrelationship between these
four dimensions, the diverse range of potential indicators associated with
each, and possible representative indicators selected for every dimension,
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together with the units of measurement in which the results may be
expressed.

LCSA methodology is fundamentally based on quantitative data, which
facilitates direct and comparable assessments across different dimensions.
However, it also allows for the integration of semi-quantitative and quali-
tative methods where necessary. This characteristic promotes the effective
integration of multiple dimensions within a single evaluation framework,
by ensuring the consistent use of standardized units of measurement
appropriate to each dimension. As illustrated in Fig. 4.3, the proposed
case study applies one specific indicator to represent each dimension:
working time (hours) for the social; global warming potential (kgCO2) for
the environmental; execution costs (€) for the economic; and sense of com-
munity belonging (points) for the cultural.

According to this framework, the evaluation must be planned from the
very beginning of the service’s creation; only in this way can comprehen-
sive and coherent data collection be ensured. By measuring data across the
four dimensions, we acknowledge throughout the process the relevance of
the various types of impact to be assessed and analyzed once the service
concludes.

The results obtained can be interpreted according to a weighting estab-
lished by the organizing institution. For example, the interpretation may
be different if the economic impact is prioritized over the cultural impact,
or vice versa. For this purpose, it is necessary to construct an aggregated
index that integrates impact measurements not in their original units, but
as percentages of change induced by the service.

Thus, sustainability assessment results should not be viewed as final or
absolute conclusions, but rather as data-driven feedback that supports the
continuous improvement of cultural products and services.

CONCLUSION

The argumentation developed throughout this chapter underscores the
fundamental role of assessing cultural impact during the whole life cycle of
cultural events. The creation phase is not merely a prelude, but rather a
fertile ground where impacts germinate—shaping individuals, collabora-
tions, and the emerging event itself. To overlook this phase is to forgo
crucial opportunities for refining, and amplifying cultural value. Equally
important is the consideration of the end-of-life phase, which involves
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critical decisions regarding the archiving, dismantling, and potential reuse
of cultural resources.

A comprehensive cultural sustainability assessment must address not
only the immediate, visible impacts during provision but also those that
emerge before and persist after the audience’s experience. Integrating cre-
ation, provision, and end-of-life phases within a holistic, life-cycle frame-
work offers a more rigorous evaluation of the cultural value. This approach
requires methodologies that capture qualitative aspects of the creative pro-
cess. By recollecting specific cultural indicators, involving stakeholders,
and integrating these elements into existing sustainability assessment
frameworks, it is possible to evaluate cultural impact more effectively.

Existing cultural impact assessment frameworks often focus on the pro-
vision phase, where audience reception provides observable data. The cre-
ation and end-of-life phases lack direct interaction with the audience,
making it difficult to assess the cultural value generated during this period.
Nevertheless, it involves activities such as ideation, production, archiving
and dismantling. During the service provision phase not only, the audi-
ence should provide the cultural impact but the workers and collaborators
as well. Their impact might differ, but they provide valuable information
about cultural experience. If we pretend to strengthen culture that enables
a diversity of points of view, the assessment process should also share this
characteristic.

When examining the LCSA methodology, it becomes evident that cer-
tain indicators and dimensions, such as the number of working hours in
the social dimension, already incorporate measurable data within the cre-
ation and end-of-life phases. If this is standard practice for other dimen-
sions, why should it not be equally possible for the cultural dimension? To
achieve a truly holistic and integrated approach, it is essential to consider
all phases of the life cycle, rather than limit evaluations to the visitor expe-
rience during the provision phase.

Participatory methods reframe evaluation from an external judgement
to an integral part of the co-creation of value. This carries ethical implica-
tions, moving toward a more equitable relationship between evaluators,
creators, and communities. Shared evaluation and iterative feedback mean
that evaluation not only measures value, but actively contributes to its
development. This transforms the role of evaluation from the obligated
reports that “judges” the cultural activity into one of support and devel-
opment, collaborative and empowering integral part of cultural projects.
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Further development is needed of validated and specifically adapted
instruments for evaluation during the complete life cycle of cultural proj-
ects. Cyclical studies that track how impacts emerging during the creation
and end-of-life phases correlate with the ultimate success of the event and
its broader cultural resonance would be of great value.

FuTurRE CHALLENGES

In order to consolidate the use and application of cultural sustainability
assessment methods, it is essential to work on their standardization. The
measurement of cultural value has a qualitative and sometimes subjective
nature, which can make it difficult to establish universally applicable indi-
cators. In addition, it is noted that cultural impact can manifest itself over
long periods of time, which also makes it difficult to collect. These intan-
gible outcomes, such as changes in identity or memory, pose a challenge
to standardized and universal quantification using conventional life-cycle
assessment tools.

Another challenge is the inclusion of participatory evaluation models.
In order to achieve a holistic approach to the whole life cycle, it is essential
to incorporate the perspective of new stakeholders beyond the public.
Museographers, curators or technical staff, among other stakeholders, can
bring a totally innovative perspective to understanding the cultural impact.
This requires balancing the expectations of all stakeholders and ensuring
methodological coherence to be applied.

Furthermore, integrating cultural impact into existing assessment mod-
els based on the three pillars of sustainability (environmental, social and
economic) requires methodological innovation. In particular, it is neces-
sary to harmonize units of measurement as well as data collection tech-
niques. On the other hand, advocating the application of comparative
frameworks allows for an effective assessment of cultural value, but also
represents a major challenge to be developed in the future.
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CHAPTER 5

Cultural Heritage Preservation: Reflections
on Sustainability and Cultural Impact

Estrella Sanz Dominguez

TERMINOLOGICAL INTRODUCTION TO THE DIFFERENT
CONSERVATION MEASURES AND ACTIONS

The conservation of cultural heritage entails various measures and actions
aimed at safeguarding it, which typically affect issues such as the number
of cultural assets involved, the objectives and expected results, or, among
others, established criteria for undertaking them based on their heritage
value (Spanish Association for Standardization and Certification
[AENOR], 2024). At the same time, any of these measures and actions
should be carried out taking into consideration the dimensions that may
shape the heritage identity of the element or elements being addressed,
namely: material and technical properties, aesthetics, historical, documen-
tary, scientific, social value, etc. (Garcia Martinez & Diaz-Sierra, 2023;
AENOR, 2024). Based on these premises, it would be advisable to con-
duct a thoughtful analysis of the sustainability and cultural impact of these
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recognized conservation measures and actions, known as restoration,
CUVALIVE CONSEYVALION, ANd PrevEnLive cOnservation.

In order to understand what aspects the aforementioned conservation
actions comprise, we can start from the definitions that international orga-
nizations such as International Council of Museums (ICOM) or regula-
tions such as UNE-EN 15898:2020 Conservation of Cultural Heritage:
Main General Terms and Definitions, and others related to conservation of
cultural heritage, assign to these concepts.

In 2008, during the 15th International Conference of the ICOM
Committee for Conservation, held in New Delhi, a document was issued
that adopted these terms as part of conservation, defining them to facili-
tate communication among professionals in the field. Thus, it establishes
the concept of restoration as interventions carried out directly on a stable
asset that has suffered a loss of meaning or functionality, the purpose of
which will be to promote its appreciation and use, always paying attention
to respect for the dimensions considered above. In the case of curative
conservation, it determines that its objective will be to halt, through direct
actions, active and risky deterioration processes or to structurally reinforce
an asset or group of assets. Finally, it associates preventive conservation
with indirect measures and actions, the objective of which will be to pre-
vent or minimize future damage or loss (International Council of Museums
[ICOM-CC], 2008). It also points out the possibility that some of these
measures and actions may overlap in purpose.

In the case of the definitions established in the UNE-EN 15898:2020
standard for terms associated with conservation measures and actions, we
see that they are basically the same, albeit with some qualifications.
Regarding the term “restoration,” it incorporates the idea that the actions
applied may also be aimed at highlighting the heritage value of the asset;
that is, it identifies this issue as a possible criterion for undertaking the
intervention. In the case of curative conservation, although in line with
ICOM-CC, its definition will be somewhat more concise, not referring,
for example, to a condition for action determined by the severity of the
asset’s state of conservation. Associated with this term, it also speaks of
corrective conservation, a term that could be interpreted, without the rel-
evant qualification, as equally possible actions within the framework of
restoration or preventive conservation. Finally, with regard to preventive
conservation, it should be noted that in both cases, measures or actions
are being discussed aimed at avoiding or minimizing future damage or
deterioration, but, in addition, the aforementioned standard mentions the
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intention of avoiding future invasive interventions (Spanish Association
for Standardization and Certification [AENOR], 2020), in a more sus-
tainable line than heritage conservation entails if we think long term and
in terms of the cost of the action.

SUSTAINABILITY AND CULTURAL IMPACT IN CULTURAL
HERITAGE CONSERVATION PLANS

Once we have reviewed this terminology and its associated objectives, we
can begin to reflect on the sustainability and cultural impact that these
measures and actions can have within the framework of cultural heritage
conservation. That is, on the policies and criteria we must adhere to so
that any of the aforementioned conservation actions are sustainable over
time and responsible with economic, environmental, and social resources.
They also contribute to transforming the environment with a lasting posi-
tive impact (Spanish Network for Sustainable Development [SDSN],
2022; Vivancos Ramén, 2023).

However, it is true that the concept of conservation itself implicitly
implies the idea of sustainability, or at least part of it, by aiming for the
permanence of heritage assets over time to make them accessible to society
in the short, medium, and long term (AENOR, 2020; ICOM-CC, 2008)
and also recognizing their value not only as a material support for an aes-
thetic or image, but also as a representation of a social and cultural iden-
tity. This is the vision of some authors, such as Valerie Magar, when they
speak of two facets of sustainability in conservation: one focused on the
conservation actions themselves, and another on what conservation itself
as an end can contribute to sustainable development in a society in con-
tinuous transformation (Magar Meurs, 2016).

When it comes to decision-making, planning, and implementing the
various conservation processes or plans, involving professionals from dif-
ferent disciplines, there must always be a consensus based on knowledge
of the asset or assets, their use, and their management; within, of course,
the established criteria of “best practices” reflected in regulations, char-
ters, etc., but without forgetting the social impact that these actions may
entail. There must also be a flow of knowledge and information in both
directions, hence the importance of including this factor of social impact
in the equation to establish the sustainability of the conservation action
undertaken. On the other hand, although the term conservation leads us
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to think that it is an ongoing, constant, and sustained process over time,
the truth is that some of these actions, such as restoration or curative con-
servation, end with the delivery of a project in which, at most, some
medium/long-term conservation recommendations will be incorporated
(Spanish Association for Standardization and Certification [AENOR],
2018)—although without effective supervision, in many cases, of the
monitoring and implementation of these recommendations or, more dis-
turbingly, without the certainty that the custodian institution of that cul-
tural asset can guarantee these preventive conservation measures outlined.

Another interesting aspect of conservation is mentioned in the
UNE-EN 16835 standard, on the conservation of cultural heritage,
decision-making, planning, and implementation of processes, which is to
“manage change in a way that supports and enhances the value of cultural
heritage” (AENOR, 2018, p. 6). This statement can be interpreted as
meaning that we must be able to maintain cultural assets that can evolve
due to endogenous and/or exogenous factors, while also contributing to
protecting their value and usefulness. This reflects a clear link with the idea
of sustainability and the cultural impact of conservation actions. This man-
agement of change or evolution of tangible cultural heritage involves
actions to ensure its durability, in line with the heritage value of that asset
or those cultural assets in a given social context. This can undoubtedly be
a determining factor in the sustainability and cultural impact of conserva-
tion actions.

Where, then, can we find aspects associated with sustainability and cul-
tural impact in cultural heritage conservation projects (AENOR, 2018)?
For example:

¢ In project communication, assessing the scope that this should have
in relation to the project’s cultural impact.

¢ In defining project objectives, when it is requested to include envi-
ronmental risk issues and social considerations that may affect, for
example, usage patterns.

¢ In the research and assessment phase, when establishing the signifi-
cance or value of the heritage to be addressed. We already mentioned
at the beginning of the text how this heritage interest can determine
a specific type of conservation action. Also, within this assessment
phase, the environmental information and assessment collected will
be associated with the subsequent environmental and economic
impact of our action.



5 CULTURAL HERITAGE PRESERVATION: REFLECTIONS... 75

¢ In assessing and managing project risk throughout its development,
as well as its future implications, including environmental, tourism,
economic, and social impact. This assessment could determine some
of the conservation measures and actions most aimed at stabilization,
aesthetic restoration, changes associated with management or use,
motivated by accessibility, carbon footprint, or resources involved.

¢ In quality management, to ensure and control that all established
procedures based on sustainability criteria are carried out.

¢ Finally, as previously mentioned, every conservation project or plan,
once completed, must include guidelines for use, maintenance, and
management to make it truly sustainable.

CONSERVATIONS AND ASSOCIATED POLYNOMIALS
FROM A SUSTAINABLE PERSPECTIVE

The identified conservation actions—rvestoration, curative conservation,
and preventive conservation—could also be studied as a trinomial com-
posed of a series of constants and variables that can determine their sus-
tainability (Fig. 5.1).

In a first approach, we could establish the predictable constants of these
monomials as the cultural asset itself and its material and formal nature, as
well as its geographic location, initially ignoring the evolution of its state
of conservation and the effects of climate change associated with the geo-
graphic/climatic zone. The variables would be its use and management
and the evolution of the social context to which it is linked.

Restoration Preventive Conservation
CONSERVATION
Curative Preservation Predictable constants

Material nature of the asset
Geographic location
Variables
Use and management
Social context

Fig. 5.1 Simplified graphical representation of conservation actions in the form
of a trinomial. (Source: Estrella Sanz)



76  E.SANZ DOMINGUEZ

Some of the issues to consider when establishing sustainable conserva-
tion strategies, taking into account the variable of use and management,
associated with the preventive conservation monomial, would begin with
the building envelope (Spanish Association for Standardization and
Certification [AENOR], 2019), i.e., the building that houses the heritage
collections. These are:

e Projected energy use related to air conditioning (determination of
tolerance in annual cycles based on the material and technical nature
of the collections), lighting, and other administrative and technical
energy consumption processes primarily associated with environ-
mental and economic impact, although with a reflection of social
responsibility. The objective to be pursued would be the energy effi-
ciency of the processes and the trend toward low- or near-zero--
energy consumption envelopes.

Here, the constants related to the material nature (sensitivity of
the collections) and geographic location would be a determining fac-
tor in the projected energy use, in the requirements of the needs and
design of the envelope, as well as in the potential energy consump-
tion due to travel by potential users (AENOR, 2019).

¢ Fire safety related, above all, to the choice of extinguishing system,
which must be compatible with the safety of the parts, effective,
environmentally friendly, and cost-effective.

Regarding some of these systems, it is important to consider, for
example, the economic and environmental impact of energy costs in
systems based on oxygen reduction or the environmental impact of
systems based on halogenated hydrocarbons, extinguished due to
their impact on the ozone layer and replaced, in some cases, by inert
gas systems of nitrogen, argon, and nitrogen dioxide, halocarbon
agents (National Institute for Safety and Health at Work, 2013), or
water mist, whose system reduces water consumption (National
Institute for Safety and Health at Work, 2004).

e Regarding administrative management, the economic cost of the
resources used to finance the cultural entity’s own activities and proj-
ects must be considered (Ateca Amestoy, 2022): collecting, research,
conservation, exhibition, etc., in addition to those associated with
building maintenance to enable the aforementioned activities.
Administrative management within a sustainable conservation
strategy must also implement a procurement policy that balances
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economic, environmental, and social impact, considering the avail-
ability of present and future resources and spaces.

Once the policy establishing a framework for action, the purpose,
and objectives of the institution responsible for the conservation of
cultural assets has been defined, it will be necessary to conduct
impact assessments of these activities, assessing their transformative
power (Spanish Association for Standardization and Certification
[AENOR], 2024). Similarly, and taking into account the “heritage
interest” factor in prioritizing potential conservation actions, risk
assessment is another point to consider. This assessment will allow
for the identification, analysis, and evaluation of potential risks to the
collections, assessing the likelihood of occurrence and the impact on
all aspects considered in the asset or group of assets. This implies that
institutions that are custodians of heritage collections have the duty
and responsibility to conduct assessments and reviews of the heritage
value of their collections, as indicated in the UNE-EN 17820 (2024)
standard, specifications for the management of movable cultural her-
itage collections, with the aim of achieving optimal risk management
and adequate emergency planning.

The aforementioned standard also emphasizes, as a collections
management principle, sustainability associated with the environ-
mental impact (energy consumption and carbon footprint) in the
development of all activities and circumstances of use of the collec-
tions: storage, loans, deposits, exhibition, etc. (AENOR, 2024).

If the conclusion has been reached that a cultural asset requires inter-
vention, this must be the result of an intensive prior study, in which the
examinations carried out establish a clear diagnosis that leads to an appro-
priate and well-founded proposal. This prior diagnosis and analysis will
also make it possible to establish subsequent preventive conservation pro-
tocols that minimize deterioration, prolonging and even avoiding future
interventions (Vendrell Saz et al., 2023). That said, regarding the mono-
mials curative conservation and restoration, there are relevant aspects asso-
ciated with sustainability and cultural impact that should be considered, of
course always under a deontological commitment linked to professional
ethics. First, we could refer to the contracting processes for these services
(Spanish Association for Standardization and Certification [AENOR],
2021). Following the usual order of the stages of the contracting proce-
dure, we can extract some of the most relevant issues. Namely:
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e Regarding the justification of the need for the service, the heritage

value of the intervention should be clearly established to help deter-
mine the cultural impact of the intervention.

Similarly, and with the intention of ensuring the sustainability of
the object under contract, it would be necessary to describe the cir-
cumstances of use that the object will have once restored, specifying
the conditions of the environment in which it will be located. If there
is no guarantee of adequate conservation in the short, medium, and
long term after the intervention, the project’s sustainability model
would be compromised.

The choice of contracting system may be determined, among other
factors, by issues associated with economic impact, although other
conservation specifications, linked to sustainability during project
development, should also be addressed and assessed.

The drafting phase of the conservation-restoration specifications is a
key point in determining the sustainability and cultural impact model
of the project to be contracted. Some of the influential aspects to
highlight include the precision of the project objectives; a technical
report consistent with the principle of sustainability, as well as the
details of the work specifications related to conservation and restora-
tion; the incorporation of sustainability into packaging and transport
conditions; and the development of citizen participation, communi-
cation, and dissemination measures to foster cultural impact and/or
tourism promotion (Alonso Campanero et al., 2022).

Administrative content may include, within the criteria for select-
ing and evaluating bids, valuable aspects related to sustainability and
cultural impact, as well as mandatory compliance with related
regulations.

The evaluation and selection matrix for proposals to carry out the
conservation-restoration project may incorporate valuable criteria
related to the sustainability of the proposal.

When a conservation-restoration project is proposed, the sustainability

model must be assessed from a comprehensive perspective that is not lim-
ited exclusively to the use of more ecological materials, the reduction of
energy impact, or waste (Vendrell Saz et al., 2023). Thus, the sustainable
concept must be incorporated from the contracting process itself, taking
into account the economic, social, environmental, and cultural impact,
and after the aforementioned prior examination and diagnosis, ignoring
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the idea of conserving the asset exclusively in its material, formal, or aes-
thetic essence (An et al., 2022).

For example, in the case of Spain, Law 9/2017, of November 8, on Public
Sector Contracts, which transposes into Spanish law Directives 2014/23/EU
and 2014/24/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of
February 26, 2014, establishes in its article 99.1 the possibility of incorpo-
rating, in the object of the contracts, considerations regarding technologi-
cal, social, or environmental innovation with the aim of improving the
efficiency and sustainability of the goods or services to be contracted. At
the same time, Law 7/2021, of May 20, on climate change and energy tran-
sitton, in its article 31, and in accordance with the aforementioned Law
9/2017, of November 8, points out issues such as the incorporation into the
corresponding public procurement specifications of weighted award crite-
ria related to the environment and energy sustainability. This, in turn,
implies introducing into the specific technical specifications, without
restricting contracting, criteria set forth in Royal Decree 163/2014, of
Muarch 14, which creates the registry of carbon footprint, carbon dioxide off~
setting, and carbon dioxide absorption projects.

CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABLE CRITERIA
IN CULTURAL HERITAGE

The incorporation of sustainable criteria in both curative conservation and
restoration, as well as in preventive conservation, must begin, as we have
explained, with the exploration of areas of sustainability within these tasks
that favor effective actions. As mentioned above, perhaps the simplest
trend is to think of sustainable interventions associated, almost exclusively,
with aspects linked to the selection of materials and conservation--
restoration procedures for both movable and immovable properties, with
the particularities of the latter (Vivancos Ramon, 2023). However, if we
intend to achieve these sustainability objectives, in addition to the usual
items that form the basis of these actions, such as minimal intervention,
reversibility, legibility, stability, documentation, etc. (Mufoz Vinas, 2003),
we must add others that require prior reflection before the intervention
proposal, that is, during the decision-making process, and which have to
do with the so-called heritage impact assessment (HIA) (Ashrafi et al.,
2022)—aimed, in this case, at their prevention, mitigation, or valoriza-
tion, through a mechanism that identifies, predicts, and assesses the
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consequences of an action on cultural heritage (Garcia Martinez & Diaz-
Sierra, 2023).

In 2011, the International Council on Monuments and Sites published
a guide on heritage impact assessments for World Heritage properties,
which incorporates some notable aspects that can be extrapolated to other
cultural heritage sites that are susceptible to intervention. Below, we high-
light some of the most relevant issues that could be applied to conserva-
tion criteria for greater sustainability (International Council on Monuments
and Sites [ICOMOS], 2011):

e Regarding the guidelines for impact assessments of cultural heritage
subject to any proposal—in our case, for protection, conservation, or
restoration—a key initial point is noted: the importance of conduct-
ing a preliminary study of cultural and /or natural heritage attributes,
in parallel with an environmental impact assessment (EIA) that such
action might have. It is true that, from the perspective of this docu-
ment, when referring to World Heritage, it indicates the need for a
broader view regarding the competition between the conservation
requirements of that heritage and the uses and developments to
which it might be exposed due to its circumstances. Perhaps this
would be more applicable and relevant to this study if we were dis-
cussing conservation-restoration interventions on immovable heri-
tage assets.

¢ Another interesting issue introduced in this document, which could
be extrapolated to the topic under review, is the approach to a heri-
tage and/or environmental impact study, or even the conservation--
restoration project itself, under an iterative process. The advantages
of this process lie in that it allows for continuous review of criteria
and proposals until a more satisfactory and appropriate solution is
reached. Its objective is to reduce risk, which is fundamental in any
approach to cultural heritage conservation, and to manage it effi-
ciently, which is essential to ensure sustainability.

e Regarding the contents indicated and that should be reflected in the
heritage impact assessment report, a series of points also appear that
would undoubtedly contribute to establishing more sustainable and
appropriate conservation criteria, taking into account their potential
social, economic, and environmental impact (Ashrafi et al., 2022).
Thus, it is considered relevant to present in this report aspects related
to its value, integrity, authenticity, state of conservation, context in



5 CULTURAL HERITAGE PRESERVATION: REFLECTIONS... 81

which it is inserted, and possible interrelationships. And it is this last
issue, the possible interrelationships, that we want to highlight—that
is, the importance of knowing the real or conventional connection
with the user, or the use made of that cultural heritage, which must
be conserved, in order to achieve sustainability criteria more aligned
with the different dimensions of what we consider sustainable.
Another point mentioned as part of the required content in the

heritage impact report, and applicable to sustainable conservation
criteria, is that it establishes the heritage benefits likely to arise as a
result of one or another conservation proposal.

e Finally, it is important to note the importance of conducting a scop-
ing study of the action to be carried out, in order to tailor this study
as closely as possible to its purpose.

Ultimately, the goal will be to find balanced solutions between accepted
and standardized conservation criteria and contemporary sustainability
criteria (International Council on Monuments and Sites [[COMOS],
2017). How can this be achieved? For example, by promoting research for
the development of new materials or procedures that directly or indirectly
affect cultural heritage; assessing the cultural and environmental impact of
these interventions;, or promoting training programs for technicians
involved in heritage conservation, and education, information, and dis-
semination of sustainable practices for its users, in which all stakeholders
responsible for the conservation and protection of cultural heritage must
be involved (Alonso Campanero et al., 2022).
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CHAPTER 6

Cultural Dimension and Gender Perspective
in Sustainability Analysis of Retail Spaces

Aranzazu Fernandez-Vizquez

and Anna Maria Biedermann

INTRODUCTION

Within the built environment of cities, retail spaces are small portions
where social interactions are developed to provide products and/or ser-
vices to the general public, usually in exchange for money. The commer-
cial nature of the activity inside them does not exclude other dynamics
occurring simultaneously, even leaving aside the very social and cultural
purpose that some of them may have (i.e. libraries, galleries, and
music shops).

These interactions and dynamics link commercial spaces directly with
the definition of culture by Raymond Williams as a system that maintains,

A. Fernandez-Vazquez (0<) ® A. M. Biedermann
Department of Design and Manufacturing Engineering, University of Zaragoza,
Zaragoza, Spain

OAAEP Research Group, Funded by the Government of Aragén with
FEDER Funds, Zaragoza, Spain
e-mail: aranfer@unizar.es; anna@unizar.es

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature 85
Switzerland AG 2026

A. M. Biedermann, F. J. Galdn Pérez (eds.), Interconnections

between Culture and Sustainability,

https://doi.org,/10.1007 /978-3-032-21061-6_6


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-032-21061-6_6&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-032-21061-6_6#DOI
mailto:aranfer@unizar.es
mailto:anna@unizar.es

86  A.FERNANDEZ-VAZQUEZ AND A. M. BIEDERMANN

communicates, and reproduces the characteristics of a society and allows
for people to participate in it. Commercial spaces are social and cultural
environments where individuals and groups construct and negotiate iden-
tities, express values, adopt lifestyles, and engage in consumption rituals
that are laden with meaning (Byun & Oh, 2025). These are “public places
that offer opportunities for daily engagement,” often functioning as vital
nodes within the urban and social fabric.

As consumers increasingly seek cultural and entertainment experiences
in commercial spaces, the ability of these spaces to remain sustainable will
inherently depend on how well they manage, nurture, and foster this cul-
tural dimension. In this new paradigm, ignoring cultural sustainability
would mean overlooking a key driver of their own transformation and
appeal. To avoid this, cultural sustainability has to be incorporated to the
core business strategy as a foundational pillar of future viability, going
beyond mere “corporate social responsibility.”

Shopping habits, preferences for certain products or brands, and the
decisions consumers make are deeply shaped by their cultural contexts,
value systems, traditions, and the meanings they attribute to objects and
services. This way, the act of consuming becomes an intrinsically cultural
practice instead a mere acquisition of goods. As early as 1995, the World
Commission on Culture and Development (WCCD) emphasized that
“perceived needs are socially and culturally determined” and that sustain-
able development requires “the promotion of values that encourage con-
sumption standards within the bounds of ecological possibility and to
which everyone can reasonably aspire” (Kangas et al., 2017). Therefore,
retail spaces understood as cultural places must seek to improve their sus-
tainability performance by considering this dimension in addition to the
environmental, economic, and social ones.

The effort to reconceptualise commercial spaces through culture and
entertainment is not a superficial trend, but a response to deeper cultural
shifts in contemporary society, such as the search for meaningful experi-
ences, the construction of identity through consumption and leisure, on
top of a response to consumers’ growing appreciation for values such as
authenticity and connection. Therefore, cultural sustainability is no longer
optional or a cosmetic add-on for the retail sector: it’s a critical factor for
its relevance, competitiveness, and legitimacy.
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CULTURE AND COMMERCE COEXISTENCE

Commercial spaces such as markets have always been meeting places in
which people connect, take part in activities, interact, get information, and
communicate with each other. Historically, this has been especially true for
women at a time when there were few opportunities to leave the closed
environment of their home. Thus, by going to the market they had the
chance to be part of the community and to socialize while attending to
their duties. In dispersed cities, such as the typical US suburbia, malls and
shopping centres have also been for many citizens the real public space to
meet, as it has been shown on many occasions in films and literature.

The coexistence of culture and commerce can be observed in public
spaces such as Jemaa el-Fnaa Square in Marrakech. This emblematic site
showcases a natural symbiosis between economic and cultural functions,
so harmoniously intertwined that UNESCO inscribed it in 2008 on the
Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity
(UNESCO, 2008). The balance between commercial and cultural offer is
outstanding, both expressed through a remarkable diversity that give the
square its vibrant, dynamic, and enriching character. The deep-rooted tra-
dition, in organic coexistence with the artisanal nature of most products,
makes visiting the square a truly unique experience. Attempts to replicate
this coexistence in privately owned shopping centres often fail, as major
brands tend to instrumentalize culture as a mere marketing tool to increase
sales. These efforts frequently fall short in generating real cultural value or
in creating meaningful experiences for communities (Zukin, 2010).

A crucial factor is the presence of authenticity, both in terms of the
public nature of the space and in terms of the freedom of cultural expres-
sion. In many commercial settings, this authenticity is only superficial: the
space remains under private control, limiting spontaneous or non--
commercial cultural expressions, which are sometimes even censored
(Harvey, 2012).

Nevertheless, there are positive examples. In Poznan, Poland, a shop-
ping centre known as Stary Browar, located in a revitalized former brew-
ery in the city centre, not only managed to preserve part of the industrial
heritage of the place but also dedicates substantial indoor and outdoor
areas to contemporary art galleries and public exhibitions. These spaces
are well-funded and offer an ambitious cultural programme that includes
free outdoor cinema during the summer, multiple festivals focused on art
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and design, and other cultural events (Szulce & Januszewski, 2015).
However, such examples remain the exception rather than the rule.

In the Mediterranean basin, retail environments, particularly those
located at street level or in basement spaces, often incorporate archaco-
logical remains directly into their architectural design. These vestiges are
sometimes presented with full documentation, thereby narrating the site’s
historical evolution. In this way, the store itself becomes not only a show-
case for its merchandise but also an embodiment oflocal identity (Ashworth
& Tunbridge, 2000). The design of the physical space, both exterior and
interior can engage in a dialogue with history. It can also be achieved in
new construction if it is sensitive to the context, materials, and aesthetics
of the local environment.

Moreover, through intentional spatial design, a retail environment can
transcend its purely transactional role to become a true “third place”: a
neutral, welcoming setting where community members gather, converse,
and build social ties (Oldenburg, 1999). To achieve this, the layout must
include clearly defined common areas such as reading nooks, flexible seat-
ing clusters, or mini plazas, openly accessible to all visitors. Equally
important is an ongoing programme of community-centred activities—
workshops, panel discussions, pop-up performances, and maker events—
that animate these shared zones and encourage meaningful interaction.
By integrating both thoughtful zoning and curated programming, a retail
space can strengthen local social capital and foster a deeper sense of cohe-
sion and belonging among its patrons (Putnam, 2000). Examples of
those spaces can be found in many cities, such as the Social Centre and
Library La pantera Rossa in Zaragoza (Spain) or Cafe con Libros in
Brooklyn, New York (USA).

Furthermore, the preservation of both tangible and intangible heritage
can also be fostered through the support and promotion of locally pro-
duced goods crafted using traditional artisanal techniques. By collaborat-
ing with community artisans and highlighting their craftsmanship within
the retail space, stores not only sustain age-old production methods but
also transmit cultural knowledge and skills to new generations (Smith &
Akagawa, 2009).

A final question that arises and deserves further exploration is how digi-
talization and the rise of e-commerce are reshaping this cultural dimension
of physical commercial spaces. Does the need for physical spaces to offer
unique and irreplaceable cultural experiences intensify as a counterpoint to
online commerce, or are we witnessing a migration and reinvention of
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these cultural dynamics within digital and omnichannel environments
(Karri et al., 2025)?

DEFINITION OF CULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY IN THE CONTEXT
OF RETAIL SPACES

As mentioned, commercial spaces have been integrated into the landscape
of cities as part of their built environment, reflecting values related to their
history, traditions, and economy, thus forming part of a city’s culture. This
definition of culture could not, however, be applied to other commercial
spaces, such as malls or shopping centres, which do not reflect these values
in the same way. Newer and wider conceptions of what is culture, adjusted
to the emerging trends in literature and policy, have to be taken into
account to value the cultural component of these spaces.

There has been an evolution of the definition of cultural sustainability,
parallel to that of social sustainability, from a more traditional view focused
on tangible cultural heritage and basic social needs to a view that also
includes immaterial aspects, encompassing both tangible and intangible
values (Axelsson et al., 2013). Cultural sustainability according to this new
conception shall refer to the preservation of the system of values, practices,
and symbols of identity, considering their evolution and permanent updat-
ing, as well as diversity, creativity, and innovation (Cantar et al., 2024).

According to this wider definition of culture, commercial spaces must
form part of the set of players in the search for cultural sustainability in
cities, as they can promote actions and reflect values to help maintain and
adapt their cultural heritage to people’s needs, or host events, shows, and
exhibitions that bring community members together to share experiences.

It is essential to clearly define what is meant by “cultural sustainability”
in this specific context to really integrate the cultural dimension into the
sustainability analysis of commercial spaces. Although several conceptual-
izations can be found in academic literature, they can be grouped into two
interconnected but distinct approaches (Jirveld, 2023):

The Sustainability of Culture: This approach focuses on the preserva-
tion and continuity of cultural elements themselves, safeguarding tangible
cultural heritage (such as historic buildings, artefacts, and cultural land-
scapes) and intangible heritage (including oral traditions, social practices,
rituals, and artisanal knowledge); promoting the diversity of cultural
expressions; supporting the vitality of contemporary artistic and creative
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practices; and protecting and fostering the cultural identities of different
communities. This perspective aims to ensure that cultural richness and
diversity can endure and be passed on to future generations. In this case,
what can be evaluated is whether retail spaces and the activities they orga-
nize, or the experiences they offer to customers, serve to preserve and
disseminate heritage, whether tangible or intangible, and how they can
generate cultural impact, either at the individual level or for
communities.

Sustainability through Culture: This second approach regards culture as
a fundamental resource and active agent in achieving the broader goals of
sustainable development. From this perspective, cultural values, world-
views, traditional knowledge, narratives, arts, and creative practices can
inform, inspire, and facilitate the transition towards more sustainable soci-
eties in ecological, social, and economic dimensions. Here, culture is
understood as “a cove set of practices and beliefs that can support ov inspire
the necessary social transition towards move sustainable living.” This means
that culture is understood as a vehicle for content and values related to
sustainability (Bélan, 2020).

Applying these definitions to the retail sector, a culturally sustainable
commercial space should then function on two complementary levels. On
the one hand, it should respect, value, and actively contribute to the cul-
tural vitality of its immediate environment. This entails recognizing and
celebrating local identity, promoting cultural diversity in its offerings and
representations, and being sensitive to the heritage of the place in which it
is located. On the other hand, it should leverage its considerable influence
and multiple platforms (both physical and digital) to educate, inspire, and
enable consumers to adopt consumption practices that are not only envi-
ronmentally and socially responsible, but also culturally enriching and
meaningful. As has been emphasized, “culture is fundamental to the possi-
bility of & sustainable society,” and commercial spaces, as central nodes of
social and economic life, have an unavoidable role in this equation.

This dual function implies a constant dialectical role for the commercial
space: it must act simultaneously as a “good host” of local culture and as an
“active agent” in promoting a culture of sustainability. Being a good host
means being context-sensitive, avoiding the imposition of foreign cultural
models, resisting homogenisation, and steering clear of the superficial
exploitation of local cultural elements. Being an active agent, in turn,
involves taking responsibility and recognizing the potential to positively
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influence consumer values and behaviours, encouraging a more reflective,
critical, and sustainability-aligned culture of consumption.

This dual nature is inherently dynamic and can give rise to tensions that
must be managed creatively and ethically. A commercial space’s ability to
navigate this duality is closely tied to its business model and to how it
defines the “value” it seeks to generate, transcending short-term economic
profit in favour of a long-term vision of shared value creation.

RETAIL SPACES AS INFLUENCERS ON CUSTOMER BEHAVIOUR

The act of shopping is performed within a public, socially constructed
environment, in which individuals tend to adapt their behaviour in
response to perceived social norms and expectations. Psychological and
sociological studies have described this phenomenon, often referred to as
the Hawthorne Effect (Franke & Kaul, 1978). This behavioural adapta-
tion aligns closely with Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical theory of social
interaction, which conceptualizes everyday life as a form of theatre in
which individuals perform roles depending on the setting, audience, and
context (Goffman, 1959).

Retail spaces function in this context not only as transactional venues
but as carefully staged environments that influence customer behaviour
and decision-making. Their design elements, such as lighting, layout,
materials, spatial flow, and ambient cues, serve as subtle but powerful
influences that shape the consumer’s actions, perceptions, and emotional
responses. Moreover, these spatial narratives often convey implicit social
expectations, guiding customers towards specific patterns of movement,
interaction, and consumption.

Consumer’s behaviour and the criteria consumers use to evaluate prod-
ucts are therefore not built up in isolation but deeply conditioned by the
aesthetic and symbolic dimensions of the retail environment. Retail design
becomes, in this sense, a tool of behavioural influence that not only affects
individual preferences but also reinforces broader cultural and social norms
related to consumption.

Furthermore, while many researchers have attempted to neutralize
social-desirability biases through rigorous double-blind study designs
(Hrébjartsson et al., 2012), deliberately harnessing the Hawthorne Effect
in retail settings can actually serve as a powerful mechanism to encourage
more sustainable and socially responsible consumption (Jackson, 2005).
However, the primary challenge would be to reconcile these sustainability
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objectives with the traditional economic imperatives of retail businesses:
retailers must find ways to align environmental goals with profitability
metrics, ensuring that green initiatives bolster, rather than undermine, the
bottom line.

The path to more sustainable consumption lies on both individual and
collective behaviour changes, with retailers uniquely positioned to drive
this shift. By moving beyond simply stocking eco-friendly products to
embedding sustainability into every aspect of the shopping experience,
brands can connect with increasingly conscious consumers while gaining a
strategic advantage. Curating offerings, whether fair-trade, locally made,
durable, or designed for repair, and highlighting their cultural worth (for
example, celebrating traditional crafts or regional seasonal foods) not only
supports communities and preserves heritage but also reduces environ-
mental impact.

In both physical and digital spaces, retailers can guide shoppers towards
greener choices through dedicated “green trails,” storytelling merchandis-
ing that reveals each product’s origins and positive effects, and well-
informed staff as sustainability ambassadors. Choice editing, proactively
phasing out high-impact items, or partnering with suppliers to cut unnec-
essary packaging simplifies decision-making and reinforces commitment
when communicated transparently. Finally, by framing sustainable con-
sumption as aspirational and culturally resonant, associating it with values
like foresight, authenticity, and community care, while providing clear,
relevant information through labels, narratives, workshops, and demon-
strations, retailers can inspire meaningful action across diverse audiences.

The impact of these strategies is exponentially greater when they’re
woven seamlessly into every customer touchpoint and genuinely reflect
both the brand’s cultural DNA and its audience’s aspirations. It’s not
about isolated initiatives, but about embedding sustainability into the very
fabric of the retail experience. The most powerful approaches enable con-
sumers to forge or reinforce a positive cultural identity through their pur-
chases, so turning responsible shopping from an obligation into a
meaningful way to express who they are, which value-driven community
they belong to, and how they’re helping shape a better future.

Cultural elements and products are part of commercial spaces in many
ways. Music is ever-present both in individual shops and in common areas
of shopping centres, with different musical genres perfectly adapted to the
type of product or service provided. Big screens broadcast images and
videos of events related to products or product-related characters in sports
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or music shops or show messages focused on provocation and controversy,
using powerful images that address social and political issues.

Retail brands can leverage visual communication to foster intercultural
dialogue and reinforce cultural sustainability, but they must do so with
genuine community engagement rather than mere “shockvertising.”
Benetton’s campaigns of the 1990s and 2000s, which vividly showcased
issues of race, gender, and global conflict, succeeded in broadening public
discourse on diversity and tolerance (Incze et al., 2018). However, critics
warn that decontextualizing social crises for commercial impact can com-
modify cultural values and obscure power imbalances, undermining
authentic heritage preservation (Tinic, 1997). For cultural sustainability in
retail, brands must therefore move beyond provocative imagery to estab-
lish transparent partnerships with heritage stakeholders, co-develop edu-
cational programmes, and ensure that the stories they tell in their stores
genuinely benefit—and are controlled by—the communities whose identi-
ties they represent.

Graphic design is perhaps the most evident cultural expression present
in commercial spaces through signage, banners, posters, and paramount
part of the identity of many brands such as Camper, also serving as a com-
munication tool to showcase the ideology, commitment, and the improve-
ment measures implemented by brands, as it is used to show the
environmental commitment of the English brand LUSH. This brand is
renowned for using its stores as platforms for activism across a wide range
of social and environmental causes: from human rights and animal protec-
tion to climate justice and gender equity. Its window displays and interior
spaces are often transformed into sites of cultural commentary and mobi-
lization, featuring visually striking campaigns and offering specially desig-
nated products whose proceeds support partner organizations.

In the role of commercial spaces as host of cultural products, street art-
ists have executed hand-painted murals in stores, such as Footlocker flag-
ships in Champs Elysées or Barcelona. Luxury brands include works of art
in their stores to transmit cultural values and ideas, like the Zimmermann
shop in Madrid, which displays works of art by Australian artists as a way
of honouring their country of origin, or features pieces created especially
for these spaces like Loewe P° de Gracia (Barcelona) store, located in a
historical modernist building and presenting works of art such as a bam-
boo sculpture by the Japanese artist Tanabe Chikuunsai IV, a macramé
structure of the Spanish artist Aurelia Munoz, or the installations of
Haegue Yang and Richard Wright.
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This way, commercial spaces become part of the cultural environment
acting on the one hand as hosts of cultural products and on the other hand
as transmitters of values and ideas that reinforce their message by convey-
ing their ideas and objectives.

THE GENDER PERSPECTIVE: A BACKBONE OF CULTURAL
ImprAacT IN COMMERCIAL SPACES

The integration of the cultural dimension as a key factor for the sustain-
ability of commercial spaces would be incomplete and, ultimately, ineffec-
tive if the gender perspective is not addressed in a transversal and critical
manner. Commercial spaces are not neutral, but arenas where gender
norms and roles are constructed, reinforced, and potentially challenged,
with profound implications for cultural identity, consumer practices, and
social equity.

Commercial spaces have historically played a significant role in gender
socialization in many ways. Through their spatial design, the advertising
they content, the way they categorize and present products (e.g. the ubig-
uitous “men’s clothing” and “women’s clothing” sections, or toy aisles
segregated by gender), and the types of services they offer, they have con-
tributed to the naturalization and perpetuation of gender stereotypes. The
“gendering” of commercial space influences how individuals learn what is
considered “appropriate” or “expected” for their gender, affecting every-
thing from clothing choices to professional aspirations and family roles. A
clear example, pointed out by academic literature, is how commercial
spaces have often taken for granted that women are the primary shoppers
for the household and family, so reinforcing this role through their design
and marketing.

“The impact of these socially constructed gender roles extends to the
shaping of both individual and collective cultural identity. They can limit
options for self-expression, channel desires and aspirations along pre-
defined paths, and generate pressure to conform to often restrictive ideals.
Some studies indicate that certain groups, such as young women, may
perceive commercial spaces as ‘zones of judgment,” where they feel
observed and evaluated based on their conformity to gender norms
regarding appearance and behaviour” (King & Theocharides-
Feldman, 2022).
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It is therefore crucial that the analysis of cultural sustainability in retail
transcends traditional binary conceptions of gender (male/female).
Contemporary society recognizes a much broader diversity of gender
identities, including non-binary, genderqueer, gender-fluid, and others
across the spectrum (Githapradana et al., 2024). Commercial spaces can
be deeply exclusionary, uncomfortable, or even unsafe for those who do
not identify within binary categories. Conscious design and management
can transform these spaces into affirming and validating environments for
all gender identities.

The “gendering” of commercial spaces is not an accidental phenome-
non or merely a reflection of “natural” preferences: it is a tangible mani-
festation of cultural and economic power dynamics that have historically
privileged certain identities and behaviours, predominantly those of males
and heterosexuals, over others. The persistence of designs and practices
that reinforce gender stereotypes, such as the rigid division of product sec-
tions, or the lack of offerings that accommodate a diversity of bodies and
gender expressions, follows market logics that have been built upon these
norms while also contributing to their perpetuation. Moreover, the way
commercial spaces address gender directly influences consumer habits.

Questioning and deconstructing these logics (Gqola et al., 2024) is
therefore not simply a matter of abstract “inclusion,” but an act with pro-
found political and cultural implications. Cultural sustainability, if it is to
be genuine, must be inherently critical of these power dynamics. More
inclusive spaces that offer a broader diversity of representations and
choices, and that do not penalize deviation from stereotypes, can foster
more reflective consumption patterns, less driven by the need to conform
to restrictive gender norms and more oriented towards genuine self-
expression and individual well-being.

A cultural sustainability that aims to be genuine and comprehensive is
inseparable from gender equity. Research indicates that women and indi-
viduals with diverse gender identities often have different expectations,
concerns, and behaviours related to sustainability and consumption. Some
studies suggest that women, on average, tend to exhibit higher levels of
environmental concern and hold higher expectations regarding compa-
nies’ sustainability practices (Grunwald et al., 2026). Aspects such as per-
ceived safety, accessibility, comfort, and the sense of belonging in public
and commercial spaces are experienced differently depending on gender
(Koskela, 1997; Madanipour, 2003). Women and gender minorities may
also face greater risks of harassment, or feel more vulnerable in certain
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environments, and this affects their freedom to move, participate, and
enjoy these spaces (Valentine, 1989; Kern, 2020). Ignoring these differ-
ences can lead to an incomplete or biased understanding of the cultural
impact of a commercial space and risk the effectiveness of its sustainability
strategies.

At this point, the concept of “intersectionality” becomes paramount, as
gender does not operate in isolation but intersects and interacts with other
identity markers such as race, ethnicity, social class, physical or cognitive
ability, sexual orientation, and age (Crenshaw, 1991; Hancock, 2007).
These intersections shape unique experiences of inclusion, exclusion, priv-
ilege, or marginalization. Therefore, an effective gender perspective in the
analysis of cultural sustainability must be inherently intersectional, recog-
nizing the complexity and diversity of lived experiences (Kaijser &
Kronsell, 2014).

Gender blindness in the design, management, and evaluation of com-
mercial spaces is not only an ethical omission or a social injustice; it also
represents a missed opportunity for business and innovation (Greed,
2005; Adams & Tiesdell, 2013). By failing to adequately consider the
needs, desires, and perspectives of more than half of the population, and
the vast diversity within that group, retailers may be overlooking market
niches, missing ideas for new products or services, and failing to build
loyalty with significant consumer segments. If, as some studies suggest,
women tend to have higher expectations for sustainability and are, in
many cases, the primary purchasing decision-makers in households
(Dobscha, 1993), then retailers who ignore their perspectives on what
constitutes a “culturally sustainable” space or product are missing a strate-
gic opportunity to connect with a key segment.

Similarly, designing for gender diversity, including the specific needs of
trans and non-binary individuals, can foster customer loyalty and attract
communities that have often been underserved or rendered invisible by
the market (Vincent, 2020).

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This chapter argues for the urgent need to move beyond traditional mod-
els of sustainability in the retail sector, which have often neglected the
cultural dimension. Culture can not be seen as a decorative element or a
niche concern, but rather as a foundational pillar and transformative force
that must be systematically integrated into the conception, design,
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management, and evaluation of commercial spaces. The conceptual evolu-
tion towards a “fourth cultural pillar” highlights cultural sustainability as
a strategic imperative.

A key guiding thread throughout this proposal is the gender perspec-
tive, understood as a critical lens that should permeate all dimensions of
cultural sustainability instead of an isolated topic. Since commercial spaces
have historically played a role in shaping gender roles, genuine sustain-
ability must aims to deliberately deconstruct them, promoting equity and
creating truly inclusive environments for all gender identities.

The transformative practices analysed, ranging from independent stores
functioning as vibrant community hubs to global brands attempting to
redefine their relationship with consumption, demonstrate that change is
possible. The success of these initiatives often lies in their ability to reso-
nate with the deep cultural values of consumers and to offer experiences
that go beyond the mere act of transaction.
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CHAPTER 7

Technological Ecosystems as Cultural
Systems: Designing for Human Meaning
and Cultural Sustainability

Tervesa Blanco and Eva Tausiet

THE PropUCT AS A NODE: CONCEPTUAL EvoLuTION
AND NEW VALUE CRITERIA

Digitalization has profoundly transformed the technological, economic,
and cultural landscape. Driven by advances such as artificial intelligence,
the Internet of Things (IoT'), and blockchain, this revolution has reshaped
both the notion of innovation and the very meaning of “product.” In the
Knowledge Society, innovation models are no longer based solely on tech-
nical progress but also on the cultural resignification of objects and the
emergence of new patterns of social behavior (Blanco, 2016; Norman &
Verganti, 2014; Santhi & Muthuswamy, 2023).
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In the context of IoT, a multitude of devices connect to the cloud and are
integrated into new services, particularly within domains such as smart cit-
ies—environments whose projected social and economic relevance (Perera
ctal., 2014; Streitz, 2015) has become a reality. This technological consoli-
dation has given rise to a hybrid or “phygital” reality, in which the physical
and digital coexist and constantly interact. Technologies such as wearables,
virtual assistants, and smart home systems act as active mediators of every-
day experience, shaping how we perceive the body, inhabit spaces, and
engage socially (Blanco-Novoa et al., 2020; Omol, 2024). This environ-
ment not only transforms technological infrastructure and usage dynamics,
but also reshapes the meaning and value we assign to everyday objects.

In parallel, the contemporary product is no longer conceived as a stable,
autonomous technical object, and design is no longer limited to solving tech-
nical or aesthetic functions (Jordan, 2000; Winby & Mohrman, 2018). Just
as a scientific object can be analyzed from multiple disciplinary perspectives
(Klein, 1994), today’s product requires a multifaceted understanding: as a
mechanical, electronic, immaterial, economic, emotional, social, and cultural
artifact, embedded in sequences of experience that include brand, communi-
cation, interaction, and content (Blanco, 2016; Spooner et al., 2011).

This, in turn, has transformed the criteria of quality and value. Products
must be innovative, user-centered, technologically enabled, and socially
and environmentally sustainable, while also being aware of their material
and energy impact (Blanco, 2016; Vroom & Horvath, 2014 ). Functionality
and usability are no longer differentiators but minimum requirements and
added value shifts toward the symbolic dimension: the product’s ability to
connect with individual aspirations, generate meaning, and respond to
shared cultural codes (Spinelli et al., 2020).

In this new framework, design moves away from the isolated object and
focuses instead on the connected experience. More than creating prod-
ucts, the goal is to build systems that articulate meaningful relationships
between people, technologies, and contexts. Products are no longer
autonomous entities but nodes within complex networks that shape how
we inhabit, interact, and assign value.

FroM INDIVIDUAL USER TO INTERCONNECTED SUBJECTS

This shift toward relationality redefines not only the product but also the
subject who interacts with it. In this new scenario, the user is no longer an
individual figure engaging with an autonomous object, but part of a
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dynamic network of relationships, where multiple users, devices, and ser-
vices coexist and interact (Blanco et al., 2026a; Vargo et al., 2024).

This transition has shifted the focus of design, which is no longer
directed exclusively at isolated individuals but at collectives and communi-
ties that interact simultaneously and in coordinated ways with multiple
devices. It opens the door to increasingly collective and distributed forms
of use. Relationships between people and products have evolved from
one-to-one (1-1) models to many-to-one (n—1) and many-to-many (n—n)
configurations, generating shared uses (Blanco, Marco et al., 2026a) and
emerging forms of technological appropriation on a global scale.

In this interconnected environment, agency is also redistributed.
Decision-making no longer rests exclusively on the human subject but is
shared among people, algorithms, sensors, databases, and smart devices.
Sociotechnical networks emerge in which objects actively participate in
decision-making, meaning production, and the shaping of use (Carvalho
& Goodyear, 2018; Cash et al., 2017).

Collectively, these changes redefine both the notion of product and
that of the user, shifting the focus from isolated relationships to complex,
dynamic, and co-evolving relational systems. The product is understood as
an active part of a technological ecosystem whose logic transcends the
boundaries of the object and is embedded in interconnected social, sym-
bolic, and technical networks (Blanco, 2016; Bresciani et al., 2021; Ulaga
et al., 2013; Vargo et al., 2024).

TECHNOLOGICAL ECOSYSTEMS: DEFINITION AND DYNAMICS

Building on this relational framework, the concept of the technological
ecosystem offers an integrative perspective for understanding how these
components are organized and connected within dynamic systems. The
concept of a technological ecosystem describes contemporary configura-
tions of interaction among technologies, users, infrastructures, services,
and social contexts (Anwar & Gill, 2019; Briscoe, 2009). From a technical-
functional standpoint, technological ecosystems integrate various interre-
lated components such as physical devices (sensors, wearables,
smartphones), technological infrastructures (IoT networks, cloud plat-
forms, data analytics systems), and users or communities with diverse prac-
tices, values, and knowledge (Anwar & Gill, 2019). The integration of
these elements enables continuous communication among components,
allowing for data synchronization, interoperability, and functional



104 T BLANCO AND E. TAUSIET

adaptation. This connectivity renders digital ecosystems highly configu-
rable, flexible, and modular environments, capable of reorganizing them-
selves according to the relationships established among their elements
(Petrova & Marinova, 2021).

The success of a technological ecosystem, therefore, depends not only
on its technical efficiency but also on its capacity to adapt to changing
demands, maintain internal coherence, and sustain value-driven relation-
ships among its elements (Garcfa-Holgado & Garcfa-Penalvo, 2018;
Manikas & Hansen, 2013; Tsujimoto et al., 2018). In this regard, intel-
ligent infrastructures must incorporate qualities such as modularity,
scalability, resilience, and self-organization in their design, to ensure con-
tinuous evolution and adaptability (Blanco, 2016), thus, sustainability.

These systems do not operate according to linear or hierarchical logics
but through distributed configurations that shift depending on usage,
context, and the relationships established by the actors themselves.
Accordingly, the focus shifts from isolated products to functional net-
works, where each node—device, service, or user—acts as an active part of
the system.

This approach has been applied across multiple domains: in education,
through personalized environments that integrate human and digital
agents; in healthcare, via platforms that connect patients, professionals,
and technological services; in e-commerce, by linking sellers, consumers,
and logistics and payment systems; in smart cities, through the coordina-
tion of intelligent urban infrastructures; and in digital cultural ecosystems,
where heritage institutions, developers, and users collaborate on the pres-
ervation and reinterpretation of cultural heritage (Avcu & Kogoglu, 2025;
Sussan & Acs, 2017). Nevertheless, the deployment of such ecosystems
across sectors has often been guided by predominantly technical
approaches, limiting the recognition of other types of implications.

TecHNOLOGICAL ECOsYSTEMS AS CULTURAL ENVIRONMENTS

The study of digital ecosystems has developed in an accelerated yet frag-
mented manner. According to Dulsrud and Bygstad (2022), this fragmen-
tation stems from three main factors: their multidisciplinary nature, the
diversity of contexts in which they are conceptualized and applied, and
their transversal deployment across multiple sectors and social domains.
Traditionally—and understandably—these ecosystems have been
defined from a technical standpoint, aligned with the technological
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developments that made them possible. Technologies have often been
introduced vertically, prioritizing functional efficiency over gradual and
contextual integration processes (Shin & Park, 2017), which has hindered
the incorporation of relevant social and cultural dimensions.

Understanding their full scope requires going beyond technical consid-
erations. The notion of technoculture already pointed to the interdepen-
dence between technology and culture in shaping social, affective, and
cognitive experiences (Verbeek, 2005). From this perspective, technologi-
cal ecosystems are not merely infrastructures or services; they also produce
meaning, construct norms, and project worldviews (Alsaleh, 2024 ). Far
from being neutral, technologies embody implicit visions of the present
and future and actively participate in the production of subjectivities and
social relations (Majumder & Tripathi, 2023). In this sense, they operate
as cultural environments where values are negotiated, practices are trans-
formed, and ways of life are shaped.

Analyzing their operation thus requires an ecological and relational
approach—one that considers not only their technical aspects, but also
their symbolic and cultural dimensions.

Cultural Dimensions of Technological Ecosystems

From this perspective, it becomes essential to incorporate the concept of
cultural impact, understood as the set of transformative effects that a tech-
nological system or experience can generate for individuals and communi-
ties (Biedermann et al., 2024). To classify indicators of cultural impact,
these authors propose three categories—individual, collective, and heri-
tage—which provide a useful operational framework for analyzing the cul-
tural dimension of digital ecosystems.

Impact on the Individual

This category refers to the effects that a system or experience may have at
a personal level, encompassing indicators such as learning and its legacy;
generated identity; symbolic and aesthetic values; emotions evoked by dif-
ferent experiences; and mechanisms of reflection and critical thinking
(Biedermann et al., 2024). In technological ecosystems, this dimension
may translate into changes in self-perception, emotional bonds with tech-
nology, and transformations in attention, thinking, or everyday behavior.
Following the indicators proposed by Biedermann et al. (2024), techno-
logical ecosystems enable new expressive formats and distributed forms of
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cultural creation (creativity), promote hybrid identities shaped by digital
interaction (identity), introduce new visual and sensory logics in techno-
logically mediated experiences (aesthetics), and transform emotional con-
nections through new experiences such as immersion or gamification
(emotion). However, all these processes may either stimulate or inhibit
critical reflection (reflection), depending on the design and intentionality
of the interfaces—so the impact is not necessarily positive.

A sixth indicator can be added to this framework: everyday practices.
Technological ecosystems influence the configuration of daily routines,
reshaping how people organize their time, habits, and relationships with
their environment. Technologies such as fitness trackers, virtual assistants,
or smart home devices introduce automated dynamics into tasks like sleep
management, climate control, or environmental interaction. Light, tem-
perature, and sound can be automatically adjusted based on context,
reducing direct intervention and altering the sensory relationship with
space (Garg & Cui, 2022). Automated reminders and routine tracking can
support independent living (Sgraa et al., 2021), thereby redefining notions
of autonomy and dependence. Seen in this light, technologies do not
merely serve operational functions—they also shift decision-making
toward automated systems that shape daily behaviors (Shanmugasundaram
& Tamilarasu, 2023; Spinelli et al., 2020). Their deepest effect lies in the
reconfiguration of habits, everyday decisions, and the perceptual frame-
works through which experience is interpreted.

Collective Impact

This category focuses on symbolic cohesion among individuals, based on
a sense of belonging to a community and its values, on the recognition of
diverse groups and their expressions, and on the management of uncer-
tainty in the face of future changes (Biedermann et al., 2024). In this
sense, digital ecosystems can enable new forms of community, participa-
tion, and cooperation—for instance, through collective responses to cri-
ses—but they can also produce exclusion, polarization, or social
fragmentation. Following the indicators proposed by Biedermann et al.
(2024), technological ecosystems can facilitate the construction of sym-
bolic communities and networks of affinity (belonging), enhance the visi-
bility of minority expressions (diversity), and, at the same time, promote
social bubbles or cultural tensions driven by the speed of change, misinfor-
mation, or the erosion of shared references (uncertainty).
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Technological ecosystems also intervene in the construction of norms
and values. By automating functions and distributing decision-making,
they reshape concepts such as autonomy, privacy, and responsibility
(Majumder & Tripathi, 2023; Verbeek, 2005). The technologies that con-
stitute them embed social values in their design (Alsaleh, 2024), defining
which behaviors are to be reinforced, monitored, or corrected—without
requiring explicit consensus. For example, a home surveillance camera
that activates and stores data by default normalizes surveillance as a form
of care, shifting traditional boundaries of intimacy and prioritizing security
over privacy. This transforms collective perceptions of what is acceptable
(Selinger & Rhee, 2021). These logics extend across multiple domains
such as health or education, where principles like efficiency or control are
embedded as desirable values, reshaping technological coexistence at the
community level (Grossi et al., 2025).

Beyond their role in shaping norms and values, technological ecosys-
tems actively contribute to the formation of sociotechnical imaginaries—
collective visions of possible futures organized around technological
development (Jasanoft, 2015). These imaginaries are neither neutral nor
homogeneous. They influence political decisions, innovation agendas, and
criteria for social legitimacy (Grossi et al., 2025). Moreover, depending on
context and cultural values, the same technology may represent progress
and autonomy for some groups and surveillance or exclusion for others
(Alsaleh, 2024; Mager & Katzenbach, 2021). The case of smart cities
illustrates this tension: while their promoters frame them as efficient and
sustainable environments, other social actors perceive them as techno-
cratic or exclusionary spaces (Grossi et al., 2025). This plurality of inter-
pretations reveals that technological ecosystems are not merely embedded
within existing cultural frameworks—they also transform them. In this
sense, imaginaries contribute to reorganizing collective symbolic refer-
ences—what is possible, legitimate, or desirable—which guide decision-
making about the future.

Impact on Heritage

This category relates to the production, transmission, and legitimization
of memory and cultural knowledge. It includes aspects such as authentic-
ity, heritage preservation, and the dissemination, development, and trans-
fer of cultural and technological resources (Biedermann et al., 2024).
Within this framework, technological ecosystems become key agents in
the transformation of heritage, as they influence what is preserved, how it
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is represented, and which cultural narratives are transmitted or resignified.
They thus act as new mediators of collective memory. Following the indi-
cators proposed by Biedermann et al. (2024), technological ecosystems
enable new forms of conservation and archiving (preservation) and can
amplify their reach thanks to the accessibility provided by the transmedia
circulation of content (dissemination); however, they also raise questions
about the authenticity of works, their symbolic contextualization, and the
protection of intellectual property (authenticity).

Technologies such as augmented reality, virtual reality, and digital
archives support long-term heritage preservation, facilitate global access,
and reinforce the intergenerational transmission of cultural identities
(Xiaojuan, 2023). In addition, they generate immersive experiences that
allow users to relive historical events, explore reconstructed cultural envi-
ronments, or access previously unreachable works—expanding audiences,
increasing the visibility of local expressions, and strengthening the con-
nection with cultural memory, while also fostering diversity (Avcu &
Kogoglu, 2025).

However, these same processes involve decisions that are not neutral:
what to preserve, how to display it, and which meanings to prioritize
(Avcu & Kogoglu, 2025). Without a critical approach, digitalization can
trivialize or commodify heritage, eroding its symbolic value. In this sense,
preserving heritage in digital contexts requires acknowledging the ten-
sions between accessibility, representation, and authenticity—avoiding the
simplification of complex content and advocating for a culturally situated
and ethically grounded approach, in contrast to technocentric uses of
these tools.

Culture as a Filter for Technological Acceptance

While the previous sections analyzed how technological ecosystems gener-
ate cultural transformations at individual, collective, and heritage levels,
this section addresses the inverse process: how cultural frameworks condi-
tion the acceptance, adoption, and use of these technologies. The ways in
which digital ecosystems are received, valued, or rejected are shaped by
beliefs, norms, aesthetics, and prior experiences that define the symbolic
framework of individuals and communities (Selwyn & Facer, 2007). In
this sense, culture functions as a filter that decisively influences processes
of technological appropriation. Among the main cultural factors that
affect such acceptance, the following stand out:
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Cultural values. The reception of a technology largely depends on its
alignment with the values of the context in which it is introduced
(Majumder & Tripathi, 2023). Concepts such as autonomy, privacy,
hierarchy, or collectivism acquire specific meanings according to cul-
ture, affecting the perception of usefulness or intrusion (Majumder &
Tripathi, 2023; Shin & Park, 2017). For example, a self-care app may
be perceived as either useful or intrusive, depending on the value attrib-
uted to self-sufficiency versus shared caregiving.

Multiculturalism. In culturally diverse settings, the same technology may
be interpreted and used in very different ways, depending on local
expectations and social norms. A comparative study between Germany
and Turkey on assistive technologies for older adults illustrates this con-
trast (Offermann-van Heek et al., 2021): whereas in Germany, individ-
ual autonomy and personal control over one’s health were valued, in
Turkey, family companionship and delegation to caregiving networks
were prioritized. This difference directly influenced both the perceived
functionality and the degree of acceptance of the same systems.

Previous experiences and relationships with technology. Trust or mis-
trust toward digital technologies is also shaped by prior experience.
Technical failures, access gaps, or repeated exposure to techno-
pessimistic narratives can create persistent symbolic barriers (Talukder
etal., 2020; Ziefle & Rocker, 2010). In many cases, non-adoption does
not result from voluntary rejection but rather from structural forms of
socio-digital exclusion (Groselj, 2021).

Aesthetics and stigma. The visual appearance and symbolic language of a
device deeply influence its acceptance (Bardzell et al., 2018; Spooner
et al., 2011). A lack of aesthetic or functional personalization may lead
to rejection if the design conflicts with the user’s identity (Goffman,
2023; Moller & Kettley, 2017). For instance, in stigmatized settings
such as those involving dependency, medical aesthetics may be rejected
due to their association with illness or old age (Spagnolli et al., 2014;
Talukder et al., 2020).

Taken together, these factors demonstrate that technology cannot be
designed according to a universalist logic. Digital systems must be con-
ceived as situated mediations, whose acceptance depends on their capacity
to resonate with the symbolic and sociocultural frameworks of the com-
munities they aim to serve (Boger, 2022; Shin & Park, 2017).
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INTEGRATION PROCESSES OF TECHNOLOGICAL ECOSYSTEMS

The initial acceptance of a technology does not guarantee its sustained
integration into everyday life. In order to become an active part of socio-
cultural environments, technological ecosystems must undergo progres-
sive processes of adaptation, resignification, and symbolic continuity.
These processes, grounded in situated appropriation by users, form the
cultural basis of their long-term sustainability (Shin & Park, 2017).

One useful concept for understanding this integration is technological
domestication (Silverstone & Haddon, 1996), which conceives adoption
as a gradual trajectory in which technology moves from novelty to famil-
iarity. This process involves practical dimensions (placement, configura-
tion), cognitive dimensions (understanding), symbolic dimensions
(affective bonds), and social dimensions (roles within the environment).
Sustainability does not depend solely on technical efficiency, but on the
system’s ability to embed itself in existing ways of life and generate mean-
ing (Seraa et al., 2021). Designing from this perspective requires not only
optimizing functionality, but also enabling processes of cultural reception.
It calls for sensitivity to everyday rhythms, symbolic references, and the
values of the context in which the technology is introduced.

As technologies become embedded in everyday life, their uses may
diverge from their original purposes. Users reinterpret and resignify
technological ecosystems according to their cultural, emotional, and prac-
tical frameworks, generating new, emergent meanings (Groselj, 2021;
Seraa et al., 2021). Far from being deviations, these transformations
reflect legitimate forms of cultural appropriation. Such changes may be
expressed through the repurposing of certain functions, the symbolic use
of technical components, aesthetic or identity-based adaptations (Groselj,
2021), or the reconfiguration of social relationships through new uses and
modes of connection (Blanco et al., 2019). Along these lines, Groselj
(2021) introduces the concept of re-domestication to describe the trans-
formation in the role of already-adopted technologies when new devices
are introduced or living conditions change. These resignifications respond
not only to technical evolution, but also to symbolic adaptations that allow
technologies to maintain their relevance in changing environments.

For a technological ecosystem to endure, its sustainability must be con-
sidered across multiple dimensions. In particular, cultural sustainability
depends on its ability to retain meaning over time and evolve alongside the
people and contexts it inhabits (Avcu & Kogoglu, 2025). This symbolic
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continuity is key to avoiding abandonment, obsolescence, or rejection.
Thinking in terms of cultural sustainability involves designing systems that
are open, flexible, and adaptable, capable of engaging with different ways
of life.

CHALLENGES FOR THE CULTURAL SUSTAINABILITY
OF TECHNOLOGICAL ECOSYSTEMS

Designing culturally sustainable technological ecosystems is a critical chal-
lenge in a context of accelerated digital transformation. Factors such as
cultural standardization, symbolic decontextualization, excessive automa-
tion, access asymmetries, or the absence of maintenance strategies threaten
their consolidation and widen adoption gaps.

Many technological ecosystems—especially those developed by large
platforms—adhere to standardized models designed for global scalability.
This logic promotes efficiency but is often based on the values and func-
tional structures of dominant cultures, which may not align with local
contexts. The result is cultural homogenization (Avcu & Kogoglu, 2025;
Shin & Park, 2017). As cultural specificity is diluted, epistemic hierarchies
are reproduced, excluding alternative ways of imagining the future
(Alsaleh, 2024).

When cultural practices and contexts are digitized, they do not always
retain their original meaning. Their decontextualization or resignifica-
tion may transform or fragment the value of practices, objects, or relation-
ships; impoverish expressions such as community rituals or oral narratives;
or reduce them to depersonalized content or consumer products. Although
digitalization allows for greater global visibility, it also entails decisions
that affect cultural representation, legitimacy, and authenticity (Avcu &
Kogoglu, 2025; Noble, 2018).

Automation, while contributing to efficiency, can undermine user
agency when implemented without room for interpretation or interven-
tion. Under predictive and control-oriented logics, systems tend to stan-
dardize behavior, weakening relational and symbolic capacities linked to
identity. This can result in a passive technological relationship in which
users adapt their practices to system automatisms, without space to ques-
tion or reconfigure them (Stewart et al., 2024).

Finally, unequal access to technological infrastructures creates exclu-
sion, limiting the participation of certain groups in digital environments
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and affecting the transmission of their cultural heritage (Noble, 2018).
This sociotechnical divide is not only the result of material scarcity, but
also the result of the limited involvement of diverse actors in the design
and configuration of systems (Avcu & Kogoglu, 2025; Blanco et al.,
2019). Designed from urban and technocratic logics, many ecosystems
overlook the conditions of rural or peripheral areas, or of communities at
risk of exclusion—as well as the symbolic expressions of their users, which
are often excluded from design criteria (Alsaleh, 2024; Noble, 2018).

DESIGN STRATEGIES FOR CULTURALLY SENSITIVE
DiGrtar. ECOsYSTEMS

As argued throughout this text, the sustainability of technological ecosys-
tems does not depend solely on technical performance. Their long-term
viability requires meaningful integration into the cultural contexts in
which they operate. Preserving this cultural dimension involves establish-
ing ethical, legal, and strategic frameworks that promote equity and diver-
sity as structural principles of the digital ecosystem.

Moreover, recognizing the user as an active agent is a key principle in
the design of culturally sustainable digital ecosystems. This capacity for
action—or agency—is essential for sustaining meaningful relationships
between people and digital systems. Designing with this premise means not
only facilitating participation, but also creating open structures that allow
for diverse forms of appropriation, respect local autonomy, and foster criti-
cal literacy of the digital environment (Avcu & Kog¢oglu, 2025). This
approach moves beyond seeing the user as an isolated individual, toward
understanding them as part of interdependent communities. The design of
digital ecosystems must respond to this shift by enabling convergence
between physical and digital worlds as parallel environments that support
both personal growth and the collective construction of meaning (Farfieva,
2024). Instead of designing for the “individual,” the goal is to design for
the individual and their broader community, recognizing relationality as a
structural dimension of any digital system (Blanco et al., 2026a).

Culturally sensitive design not only requires adaptation to existing con-
texts, but also the creation of spaces for new forms of relationship to
emerge between people, technology, and their environment. Design can
act as a symbolic mediator, enabling meaningful connections between
digital systems and evolving cultural frameworks. From this perspective,
traditional design logics must be reconfigured. Beyond prioritizing
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efficiency or scalability, it is essential to integrate functional, cultural, rela-
tional, ethical, and experiential criteria from the outset (Avcu & Kogoglu,
2025; Rosenthal et al., 2021). As Li and Zhang (2023) state, a more
sustainable and culturally aware approach to product design contributes to
reinforcing cultural identity and promoting long-term social and environ-
mental value.

In this context, approaches such as human-centered design, co-design,
inclusive design, or iterative methodologies provide useful frameworks for
incorporating diversity, active participation, and contextual adaptability
into the development of digital ecosystems (Boger, 2022; Spinelli et al.,
2020; Rinaldi & Kianfar, 2021). However, implementing these approaches
effectively in complex technological systems requires multidisciplinary
teams and processes capable of integrating technical, social, cultural, and
human knowledge (Blanco, 2016; Blanco et al., 2017; Blanco ct al., 2025;
Garcia-Penalvo, 2013; Rosenthal et al., 2021).

In recent years, methodologies aimed at designing digital ecosystems
have begun to emerge in fields such as the Internet of Things, artificial
intelligence, and complex digital services. Alongside performance-focused
approaches, several proposals have taken shape that explicitly incorporate
cross-cutting dimensions, with the goal of developing systems that not
only function but are also inhabitable, meaningful, and sustainable in
diverse contexts. These methodologies address various levels of the design
process. Some incorporate cultural principles explicitly, while others focus
on user-centered design, participatory methods, or contextual adaptabil-
ity. This diversity reflects the multiple ways sociocultural sustainability can
be addressed through design. All of these approaches incorporate multi-
disciplinary perspectives to a greater or lesser extent. Table 7.1 presents a
representative selection of these methodologies, indicating their relation-
ship to the challenges identified in previous sections.

Based on this compilation, it is possible to identify different method-
ological orientations that address the challenges of designing digital eco-
systems from complementary perspectives.

Culturally Conscious and Participatory Approaches: Methodologies
such as Value Sensitive Citizen Science (VSCS) framework (Mahajan &
Helbing, 2025), Community (Blanco, Marco et al., 2026a), or the
Culturally Localized User Experience (CLUE) framework (Sun, 2012)
place cultural diversity, local imaginaries, and/or community interrela-
tions at the center of the design process. These approaches recognize the
plurality of knowledge systems and languages and, in addition to



114 T BLANCO AND E. TAUSIET

Table 7.1 Selection of methodologies for the design of technological ecosystems
addressing (1) cultural homogenization, (2) sociotechnical exclusion, (3) symbolic
decontextualization, and (4) loss of agency

Methodology Type of methodology Cultural approach Challenges
addressed

CLUE Intercultural theoretical Cultural and localized 1, 3
Theoretical framework focused on situated approach
Framework UX. Intercultural design centered
(Sun, 2012) on situated experience, mediation,

and local adaptation
Community Multidisciplinary methodology High localization, 1,2,3,4
(Blanco, Siguin for the design of digital diversity, situated
etal., 2026b)  ecosystems based on relational evaluation based on

needs and interaction spaces. symbolic resonance

Situated and participatory design ~ with relational needs
VSCS Hybrid framework: VSD + citizen Explicit (local values, 1,2,3,4
(Mahajan & science + scenario-based logic. epistemic justice)

Helbing, 2025) Translation of cultural values into
technical requirements with
structured participation

PawEn Structured design in 7 iterative Partial (contextual and 2,4
(Fauquex et al., phases combining design thinking user-centered, without
2015) and UCD for IoT environments  explicit cultural
dimension)

DSTS (Winby  Sociotechnical digital design Implicit (user-centered 2, 3, 4
& Mohrman,  applied to ecosystems. Iterative and co-creation
2018) design of multi-actor focused)

technological ecosystems
Cosica (Blanco, Structured multidisciplinary Partial (collaborative 2,4
Marco et al., methodology. Visual and and open, without
2026a) matrix-based framework for explicit cultural

coordinating design, technology, dimension)
and technological literacy in IoT
design processes

CCI-DBE Strategic framework based on Explicit (symbolic and 1, 3
Model (Hsu RCA for co-creation in CCls. cultural value in
etal., 2023) Ecosystemic sectoral design with  ecosystems)

integration of stakeholders and
cultural experience
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improving the user experience, incorporate specific tools to translate these
values into technical requirements. They promote epistemic justice (the
recognition and equitable inclusion of knowledge systems, languages, and
worldviews from diverse communities), symbolic resonance, and user
agency in complex contexts—thus addressing multiple challenges related
to sociocultural sustainability.

Hybrid Approaches Applied to IoT Ecosystems: Frameworks such
as Cosica (Blanco, Siguin etal., 2026b), PawEn People-Aware Environment
(PawEn) (Fauquex et al., 2015), and DSTS Digital Sociotechnical System
Design (DSTS) (Winby & Mohrman, 2018) integrate structured techni-
cal tools with a degree of contextual awareness. Although their main
emphasis often lies in defining technical specifications, ensuring interoper-
ability, or optimizing scalability, they also incorporate collaborative, itera-
tive, and multidisciplinary practices. In these approaches, multidisciplinarity
is not merely an operational choice but a structural requirement that
enables the navigation of both the vertical and horizontal complexities
inherent in digital ecosystems.

Sector-Specific Frameworks for Cultural and Creative Industries:
The CCI-DBE Cultural and Creative Industries Digital Business Ecosystem
(CCI-DBE ) model (Hsu et al., 2023) exemplifies a more strategic, sector-
specific approach tailored to cultural and creative industries. Although it
does not constitute a fully articulated design methodology, it provides
valuable insights for embedding cultural and symbolic experience into co-
creation processes with multiple stakeholders. This framework expands
the boundaries of technological design by linking it to cultural policy-
making, participatory governance, and long-term sustainability goals.

This classification is neither exhaustive nor hierarchical; rather, it offers
an overview of how different methodologies incorporate elements such as
participation, cultural diversity, adaptability, and user agency in relation to
the design context.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

This chapter has proposed a cultural perspective on technological ecosys-
tems, understood as interconnected sociotechnical systems in which
devices, users, values, practices, and contexts converge. From this perspec-
tive, three fundamental axes have been explored: (1) the evolution of the
product as a cultural node within networks of meaning; (2) the configura-
tion of digital ecosystems as living environments that shape relationships,
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ways of life, and power dynamics; and (3) the need for culturally sensitive
design approaches capable of sustaining these systems.

In this scenario, user agency, contextual adaptability, and multidiscipli-
narity emerge as fundamental principles for designing systems that are effi-
cient, inhabitable, meaningful, and sustainable. The methodologies
reviewed demonstrate significant progress, yet they also raise important
questions for future research aimed at achieving a systemic understanding
of the cultural sustainability of digital ecosystems. Among others: Can we
measure the cultural impact that a technological system has on a commu-
nity—or vice versa? Can we anticipate how such systems will evolve over
time? Which indicators, methodologies, or epistemological frameworks
are most appropriate for evaluating the cultural sustainability of techno-
logical interventions? And which actors should be considered in the mul-
tidisciplinary and systemic design of technological ecosystems? As
Majumder and Tripathi (2023) state, in an increasingly interconnected
world where the digital permeates every aspect of daily life, the act of
designing technological tools and systems becomes inseparable from
designing ways of being.
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CHAPTER 8

New Methodologies for Assessing the Impact
of Cultural Projects in Rural Areas:
The Preliminary Design Phase

Rosana Sanz-Segura, Carlos Romero-Piqueras,

Giordana Gallina, and Eduardo Manchado-Perez

INTRODUCTION

The Role of Culture in Ruval Development: Tevvitorial
Imbalances and Policy Blind Spots

In the workbook Intuiciones sobre la Cultura y la Ruralidad (Insights on
Culture and Rurality), Alfons Martinell Sempere states in his foreword,
“In order to move towards a greater presence of the cultural dimension in
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the 2030 Agenda, it is also necessary to have a closer approach to local and
territorial realities, their particularities and contact with their actors”.
Although the majority of the world’s population lives in urban areas, the
perspective of rural communities remains essential, not only to guarantee
the cultural rights of their citizenship but also to preserve the tangible and
intangible heritage that embodies cultural diversity (Martinell etal., 2023).

The concentration of population and activities in an increasingly small
number of urban areas exacerbates the inequalities in access to culture
between urban and rural contexts and highlights the need for approaches
that integrate not only the creative dimension but also the methodological
and sustainable principles in the design of cultural initiatives. Furthermore,
the rural context, which is often underrepresented in the scientific litera-
ture on creative industries, requires prioritized attention, if we aim to
address the issues concerning the risk of socio-territorial imbalance faced
by Spain’s territorial model, and a large part of Europe (Ministerio para la
Transiciéon Ecolégica y el Reto Demografico, Ministry for the Ecological
Transition and the Demographic Challenge, 2025a, 2025Db).

We advocate that the contribution of cultural industries in rural areas
must be realized with the same emphasis and rigor as in urban areas,
thereby reducing access disparities and fostering social and economic
growth opportunities for local communities. Nevertheless, and as Martinell
points out, although the 2030 Agenda includes the rural environment in
the goal 11.a: “Support positive economic, social and environmental links
between urban, peri-urban and rural areas by strengthening national and
regional development planning”, it does not include the consideration
that local and cultural life can constitute important development dynamics
in rural areas. Moreover, it doesn’t explicitly recognize culture and local
life as potential drivers of rural transformation.

Similarly, although the EU Rural Observatory promotes knowledge
generation and aims to enhance the collection and dissemination of data
across the economic, social and environmental dimensions of rural areas
(European Commission, 2025), it still excludes culture as a key vector for
cohesion and territorial equity.
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Territorial cohesion, environmental sustainability, and human well-
being must be prioritized within a new paradigm aligned with the interna-
tional agendas for sustainable development. In this regard, the World
Conference on Cultural Policies and Sustainable Development, held in
Spain in the second half of 2025 (Ministerio de Cultura, Ministry of
Culture, 2025), has contributed to the momentum for defining a global
cultural agenda, with the objective of establishing a specific Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) for culture. Thus, the cross-cutting and inter-
sectional integration of culture across all SDGs is a key factor to achieve
more impactful and equitable sustainable development outcomes.

Culture and Sustainability: A Cross-Cutting Pevspective

Within this framework, sustainability is conceived as a guiding principle
that goes beyond its environmental dimension to also encompass cultural
continuity, social cohesion, and the economic viability of events and proj-
ects carried out in low-density territories. The integration of sustainability
into emerging cultural policies has opened up the debate on the role of
rural areas as drivers of cultural decentralization.

Recent reports, such as those by the Ministry of Social Rights and the
2030 Agenda, and the Spanish Network for Sustainable Development (
Ecologica y el Reto Demografico, Ministry for the Ecological Transition
and the Demographic Challenge), stress the urgency of making the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) accessible and meaningful to
diverse audiences. This involves advancing cultural and socio-economic
rights while equipping the cultural sector with concrete tools for evalua-
tion, funding, training, and the dissemination of methodological best
practices.

Moreover, these reports highlight the strategic importance of rural
areas as essential arenas for strengthening cultural democracy and foster-
ing citizen participation, both of which are vital levers in addressing the
challenges of depopulation (Fig. 8.1).

Toward a Methodological Framework for Cultural Design

In response to these challenges, this chapter presents a human-centered
design framework focused on the early stages of cultural project develop-
ment in rural areas. This methodology, developed by the Observatorio de
Creacién Cultural en Entornos Rurales de Aragén (Aragon Observatory
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Fig. 8.1 Mozota (Zaragoza, Spain). Everyday landscape and rural scenery of a
small municipality. (Source: Pinterest (Cultura Inquieta))

Sfor Cultural Creation in Rural Envivonments) or OCREA, prioritizes par-
ticipatory processes, accessibility, and responsiveness to local needs. The
proposed approach seeks to establish a practical, replicable, and people-
focused methodology that places community well-being and satisfaction
at its core. It embraces participatory design as both a planning and evalu-
ative tool, embedding mechanisms for continuous feedback and collabora-
tive reflection throughout the lifecycle of cultural projects. Crucially,
evaluation is not conceived as an external or isolated process, but as one
co-constructed with the local population. By incorporating open channels
for feedback at different stages, the methodology ensures that communi-
ties have an active role in defining success criteria, assessing outcomes, and
adapting the project as needed. These participatory evaluation practices
strengthen the legitimacy of the results and ensure that projects remain
rooted in the lived experiences, aspirations, and changing priorities of the
communities they aim to serve (Fig. 8.2).

Research Background and Methodological Foundations

This chapter builds upon prior work in cultural impact evaluation, particu-
larly focusing on the role of four key stakeholder groups—citizens, public
institutions, cultural professionals, and academia—in shaping effective and
inclusive evaluation models. It draws specifically from two foundational
publications: Claves ¢ Impactos de lo Cultura en el Medio Rural (Keys and
Impacts of Culture in Rural Aveas) (Sdez Pérez et al.; 2024) and the
Nueva guin pava ln evaluncion de las politicas culturales locales ( New Guide
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Fig. 8.2 Engagement of local youth in the design and production of the “El
Bosque Sonoro” music festival in Mozota (Zaragoza, Spain). (Source: OCRE)

for the Evaluation of Local Cultural Policies) (FEMP, 2022), with particu-
lar emphasis on indicators aligned with sustainability.

While the first reference explores the transformative potential of cul-
tural activities for rural territories, the second offers a detailed system of
indicators focusing on sustainability, gender equity, accessibility, and ter-
ritorial integration. As paraphrased from Siez Pérez et al. (2024): “The
goal is for all these reflections and studies to generate strategies and
empower the people living in these small communities, so that, individu-
ally and collectively, they can develop better, fuller and more active lives”.

The human-centered design approach promoted here reflects a com-
mitment to economic, social, and environmental sustainability, explicitly
positioning the cultural dimension as a key contributor to our work. It is
argued that genuine interconnections between culture and sustainability
can only be achieved when creative practices strengthen local identity,
reinforce social cohesion, and enhance community resilience, thereby
ensuring cultural continuity and relevance within the rural context.

This experience is embedded in the evaluation model developed by
Séez Pérez et al. (2024), based on 2500 surveys and multiple interviews
across various stakeholder groups. This model reinforces the use of longi-
tudinal observation and context-sensitive diagnostics as tools for
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empowerment and co-construction of value. It also underscores that the
role of promoters is not limited to implementation but extends to docu-
mentation and evaluation, enabling feedback loops that inform future cul-
tural policy and community planning.

Cultural Project Design as Sevvice Design

The Observatorio de Creacién Cultural en Entornos Rurales de Aragdn
(Aragon Observatory for Cultural Creation in Ruval Environments)
(OCREA) is the Research & Development & Innovation project carried
out by the authors of this chapter in collaboration with the non-profit
social association OCRE. Its goal is to develop new methodological
approaches to the design, management, and promotion of cultural proj-
ects adapted to the specific challenges and opportunities of rural
territories.

The advancement and evolution of contemporary cultural practices
requires the integration of the different dimensions of sustainability,
alongside a systemic and strategic vision. This vision must also generate
exogenous processes across other fields such as tourism, governance, law,
social and academic research.

To this goal, OCRE applies its own methodology, which incorporates
principles from open innovation and human-centered design methods and
tools, and encompasses all stages of the design process:

Planning

Territorial studies and analysis

Cross-sectoral integration through the quadruple helix!
Conceptualization

Funding strategies

Technical and artistic production

Communication

Implementation and execution

Impact assessment

Dissemination of results

SOXRN IR

—

! Collaborative innovation model integrates four key groups: academia, industry, public
institutions, and civil society. Its objective is to foster innovation through ongoing interac-
tions among these stakeholders, promoting inclusive and effective solutions.
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In collaboration with the School of Engineering and Architecture
(EINA) at the University of Zaragoza, through its Research Transfer
Office (OTRI), OCRE promotes the development of a multidisciplinary
guide for designing cultural projects in rural areas, with a specific focus on
the preliminary design phase. This early stage is understood as a critical
moment for ensuring the viability and sustainability of cultural initiatives
by aligning them with the territorial context, available resources, and the
interests of local stakeholders (Fig. 8.3).

The preliminary design phase, also referred to as the conceptual or
exploratory stage, is widely acknowledged in strategic and user-centered
design literature. Authors such as Nigel Cross (2001) and Tim Brown
(2008) highlight its value for uncovering real user needs and rapidly pro-
totyping solutions. From a more technical standpoint, Ulrich and Eppinger
(2016) identify this phase as key to ensuring feasibility and long-term
project viability. In the field of service design, Stickdorn and Schneider
(2012), as well as companies as Ideo (Brown & Wyatt, 2010), emphasize
the importance of early-stage user engagement through participatory
methods and agile prototyping.

The originality of our approach lies in adapting these principles to the
specific context of rural cultural projects, integrating participatory design
tools and tailored impact evaluation metrics. As Radice (2014) points out,
the preliminary phase involves combining the motivational profiles of tar-
get audiences with institutional strategies and participatory practices. Its
outcome is the project brief, which includes the refined main message,
affective and cognitive goals, the storyline, and the take-home messages.

Fig. 8.3 Cultural mediation activities (2024) during the preliminary project
phase of the OCREA Observatory, developed through the quadruple helix
approach. (Source: OCRE)
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Thus, the preliminary design phase constitutes the foundational study
aimed at describing and structuring the essential elements required for the
subsequent drawing up and development of a project. Designing without
a method is not viable; it must follow a clearly defined and purpose-driven
approach. This phase demands the acquisition of in-depth knowledge
about the context in which the project will be implemented, the mastery
of the technical conditions necessary for its execution, and the identifica-
tion of all relevant stakeholders. Only by aligning these dimensions within
a coherent and coordinated framework can the project ensure its viability
and long-term impact.

Crucially, this early stage must also include the design of a context-
sensitive evaluation strategy, particularly in rural territories, where tradi-
tional statistical data are often insufficient, fragmented, or entirely absent.
The absence of reliable data in these settings reinforces the need for tai-
lored methodologies that can effectively capture the complexity and speci-
ficity of rural cultural ecosystems.

Accordingly, the preliminary phase should define and structure the key
components that will guide the project’s development. It is not simply a
preparatory exercise, but a strategic moment to integrate technical, terri-
torial, and social dimensions into a cohesive plan. This includes the selec-
tion of evaluation tools and indicators capable of capturing both tangible
and intangible impacts in a given locality.

The study Claves e Impactos de la Cultura en el Medio Rural (Keys and
Impacts of Culture in Rural Arveas) (Siez Pérez et al., 2024 ) identifies this
limitation and addresses it by proposing a triangulated evaluation method-
ology that combines direct observation, structured surveys, and interviews
with diverse stakeholders. This approach also takes into account demo-
graphic variability and the scale of intervention, ensuring that the analysis
remains sensitive to local dynamics and differentiated rural realities.

Existing frameworks for evaluating cultural impact frequently neglect
the particular dynamics and specificities of rural contexts. Analyzing the
outcomes of cultural projects in such settings enables the transfer of
empirical experience into structured methodologies. As noted by Siez
Pérez etal. (2024), the most effective strategy for assessing impact involves
examining its potential demographic, economic, reputational, and well-
being-related dimensions (at both individual and community levels)
through a triangulation of perspectives from promoting agents, expert
stakeholders, and local residents. This multifocal approach enables a more
nuanced understanding of the transformations driven by cultural
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initiatives within local communities and broader territorial systems. By
capturing these effects, we can construct a methodological foundation
that is not only empirically grounded and replicable, but also adapted to
the specific complexities of rural environments, thereby integrating them
strategically into the early planning phases of cultural project development.

Designing a cultural project, like any design process approached meth-
odologically, is far too complex to entrust its success to intuition or chance.
It demands establishing the solid foundations and guiding principles that
guide decision-making and provide a coordinated and clearly predefined
framework for action.

These foundations must also incorporate an evaluation logic across all
phases of the project. For instance, during the planning stage, tailored
survey instruments can be developed to capture the expectations of diverse
stakeholder groups. In the implementation stage, key indicators such as
participation rates, demographic diversity, and qualitative feedback should
be systematically gathered. Following implementation, a combination of
methods such as structured interviews, community roundtables, and
media impact analyses can be employed to assess actual outcomes in rela-
tion to initial objectives.

The use of mixed methods adapted to rural realities is essential. This
includes the design of qualitative and quantitative instruments such as:

1. Interviews with cultural promoters and qualified experts

2. Surveys tailored to local populations with simple, closed questions

3. Participatory evaluation formats, such as collective assessments and
community feedback sessions

These strategies ensure that project outcomes are interpreted in light of
the community’s expectations and experiences, reinforcing legitimacy and
promoting genuine cultural transformation.

USER-CENTERED DESIGN IN THE PRELIMINARY PHASE
OF CULTURAL PROJECTS

Despite the increasing recognition of the importance of culture in rural
development, the field of research still lacks a robust methodological
approach that contributes to the professionalization of cultural project
design. In particular, there is a shortage of methods and tools to support
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the preliminary phase, an essential moment for defining the scope, feasibil-
ity, and community alignment of cultural initiatives. This chapter aims to
respond to this gap by outlining the key steps required to proactively
involve the local population, promoting agents, and qualified stakeholders
in rural areas. These steps include defining objectives, conducting prelimi-
nary studies, identifying stakeholders, assessing feasibility and funding
opportunities, shaping the conceptual proposal, establishing a time plan,
and designing a communication and participation strategy.

To address these challenges, the field of product and service design
engineering provides a validated and consolidated theoretical-practical
foundation. Particularly user-centered design methodologies such as
human-centeved design, design thinking, service design, or open innovation
(Nemeth, 2004; Chesbrough, 2006; Brown, 2008; Baines et al., 2017)
offer validated frameworks that combine different perspectives within a
multidisciplinary approach. These methodologies emphasize participatory
and iterative processes, offering tools that are particularly well-suited to
the complexity and diversity of rural cultural contexts.

In this context, designing a cultural project can be effectively under-
stood as a form of service design. Both disciplines inherently share a core
principle: placing users’ needs, expectations, and experiences at the center
of the design process, a fundamental premise of human-centered design.
Cultural events, much like services, aim to engage participants through
meaningful interactions and memorable interactions. This requires a sys-
tematic and deliberate approach to planning and organizing people (audi-
ences, staff, collaborators), infrastructures (venues, technology),
communication (promotion, interaction strategies, dissemination), and
material components (tangible elements such as props, exhibition ele-
ments, or stage setups).

Successful cultural project design should draw on methodologies like
design thinking and open innovation, leveraging iterative and collabora-
tive approaches to solve complex problems. These methodologies empha-
size continuous cycles of prototyping, feedback, and adaptation, ensuring
responsiveness to diverse stakeholder needs and the project’s evolving
context. Incorporating these iterative processes allows cultural initiatives
to remain relevant and impactful, but also sustainable and rooted in the
lived experience of their communities.

In this evolving landscape, it is also relevant to consider the recent
development of Humanity-Centered Design (HCD) as proposed by
Donald Norman (2023). While human-centered design focuses on
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addressing the needs of users within specific contexts, humanity-centered
design expands this focus by accounting for broader systemic conse-
quences, long-term societal well-being, and environmental impact. This
shift is especially pertinent to rural areas, where cultural projects often
intersect with fragile ecosystems, demographic decline, and infrastructural
inequalities. Applying a humanity-centered lens encourages designers to
reflect not only on immediate user satisfaction, but also on intergenera-
tional equity, community resilience, and sustainability at scale.

Ultimately, adopting a service design framework, complemented by
approaches from human-centered design and humanity-centered design,
equips cultural project planners with structured, ethical, and context-
sensitive methodologies. This approach significantly enhances their poten-
tial for success, long-lasting and positive community impact by integrating
local voices, reinforcing cultural identity, and promoting social cohesion
from the earliest stages of the design process.

METRICS AND INDICATORS IN THE PRELIMINARY DESIGN
PHASE FOR IMPACT MEASUREMENT IN RURAL CONTEXTS

The development of a cultural and creative sector in rural contexts offers
a strategic opportunity to address depopulation, foster personal growth,
and promote economic resilience in regions affected by demographic
decline. Understanding the cultural sector’s impact in these territories
supports the formulation of tailored policies and incentives for the rural
creative class, reinforcing both cultural life and economic revitalization.
Culture and creativity are not merely symbolic forces—they are substantial
economic assets that can fuel innovation and regional development
(Florida, 2010).

Despite this potential, official data sources such as the Cultural Statistics
Yearbook focus primarily on urban metrics and fail to offer indicators spe-
cific to rural territories. These statistics typically classify cultural activity by
factors such as age, gender, education level, and artistic discipline, but
overlook contextual rural nuances, impeding a reliable assessment of cul-
tural impact in these areas.

Effective cultural impact measurement of projects designed for and
from rural settings requires the development of specific metrics and
context-sensitive indicators during the preliminary design phase. Clearly
defined metrics can guide both the formulation and evaluation of projects,
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aligning them with cultural, economic, environmental, and social sustain-
ability goals. This analytical framework not only enhances the legitimacy
of project outcomes but also informs strategic planning and policy innova-
tion in rural creative sectors.

To achieve this, data collection tools must be adaptable to rural set-
tings, where traditional statistics may be scarce or non-existent. Mixed-
methods approaches, combining digital or paper-based surveys, focus
groups, ethnographic observations, and stakeholder interviews are essen-
tial. For instance, Likert-scale surveys can capture shifts in well-being or
social cohesion, while in-depth interviews reveal changes in identity, resil-
ience, or economic behavior. New technologies, including mobile apps
and participatory GIS, offer dynamic and inclusive solutions, especially in
dispersed territories.

A notable precedent is the pilot study: “Claves e Impactos de la Cultura
en el Medio Rural” (Sdez Pérez et al., 2024 ) which emphasizes the rele-
vance of combining perception-based data with evidence gathered through
case-study methodology, which is especially suitable when dealing with
complex cultural ecosystems. Rather than relying solely on aggregated sta-
tistics, the study recommends direct instruments such as semi-structured
interviews, questionnaire-based evaluations adapted to rural demograph-
ics, and focused discussion groups. These instruments were effectively
applied in over 20 case studies across Spain, providing nuanced insights
into intangible impacts such as well-being, belonging, and symbolic
reputation.

Sustainability-Oriented Impact Dimensions

The indicators proposed below are structured around the three key dimen-
sions of sustainability—social, economic, and environmental—combining
qualitative and quantitative evidence. This structure is the result of a thor-
ough review and reinterpretation of the content and contributions from
two foundational publications: Claves ¢ Impactos de ln Cultura en el Medio
Rural (Sdez Pérez et al., 2024 ) and the Nueva guin para ln evaluacion de
las politicas culturales locales (FEMP, 2022). Both works offer relevant
insights into how to identify and assess the cultural impacts in local
contexts.

Building on these references, we present a reorganized and operational
synthesis specifically tailored to the preliminary design phase of cultural
projects in rural areas. The indicators have been restructured to support a
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practical and accessible checklist that professionals, researchers, and other
stakeholders can use to address how to evaluate sustainability at different
levels from the earliest stages of project planning. This approach aims to
facilitate the incorporation of impact thinking from the outset, reinforcing
the role of the preliminary phase as a critical moment for embedding sus-
tainability criteria into rural cultural initiatives.

Qualitative Impacts

1. Social Dimension
a. Demographic Impact
Cultural projects in rural areas help counter depopulation and
increase the attractiveness of these territories, especially for young
people and creative newcomers. They reinforce the emotional and
identity-based connection of residents to their place of living, stim-
ulating long-term settlement or return migration.

Indicator: perceived attractiveness of the territory as a place to
live and develop a personal or professional project; emotional
attachment and intention to remain or return.

Method for data collection: structured surveys (0-10 scale) to
local residents, especially youth and newcomers, along with semi-
structured interviews with cultural promoters to collect narratives
about population changes, motivations for staying, or returning.

b. Community Cobesion and Participation
The initiatives strengthen community bonds and foster inclusive
participation across age, gender, and origin. Projects promote inter-
generational exchange and social cohesion and increase the self-
image of the community. The greater the proximity, engagement,
and cultural interest, the more positively the impacts are perceived.

Indicator: degree of social cohesion, perceived quality of inter-
personal relationships, and inclusiveness in cultural participation
(measured across variables such as age, gender, origin, and
social role).

Method for data collection: community-wide surveys and focus
groups that explore relational dynamics, supplemented by participa-
tory mapping and analysis of formal and informal networks acti-
vated through the project (e.g., working groups, associations, local
collaborations).
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2. Economic Dimension
a. Local Economic Development
Cultural projects have a direct impact on local economic activity
through increased revenue in hospitality, tourism, retail, and crafts.
They also contribute to the reactivation of underused community
spaces, helping to sustain social and economic life in small villages
and peripheral areas.

Indicator: perceived change in local economic vitality; reactiva-
tion of existing infrastructure (e.g., inns, bars, markets); emergence
of new services associated with cultural events.

Method for data collection: semi-structured interviews with local
entrepreneurs and service providers; observational data on commer-
cial activity during events; economic surveys addressed to the com-
munity and local businesses.

b. Cultural Employment and Entvepreneurship
Many projects create professional opportunities for local creators,
artists, technicians, and cultural managers. They also encourage the
development of new cultural micro-enterprises, valuing local cre-
ative skills and promoting sustainable cultural entrepreneurship.

Indicator: emergence or consolidation of cultural and creative
work opportunities; creation of new cultural initiatives or start-ups;
level of perceived professional valorization.

Method for data collection: interviews with local agents and cul-
tural workers; document analysis of project outputs (e.g., contracts,
collaborations, new entities); longitudinal monitoring of initiatives
launched during or after the project.

3. Environmental Dimension
a. Impacts on Personal and Community Well-being
Cultural initiatives enhance individual and collective well-being.
They increase quality of life, boost self-esteem, and foster a deeper
connection to the territory, helping people feel better, live more
consciously, and enjoy their environment in meaningful ways.

Indicator: subjective well-being, emotional health, perceived
improvement in quality of life and sense of belonging to the local
community.

Method for data collection: standardized surveys with Likert-
scale questions on well-being and identity; narrative interviews
exploring lifestyle changes, sense of place, and perceived collective
transformation.
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b. Reputational Impact
Projects contribute to a renewed internal and external image of
rural areas. Residents report improved perceptions of their own
towns, while the broader cultural sector recognizes these territories
as innovative, vibrant, and symbolically valuable spaces for cultural
production.

Indicator: changes in how the territory is perceived by residents
(self-image) and external audiences (media, institutions, visitors);
emergence of new narratives or symbolic values.

Method for data collection: mixed-methods approach combining
press/media analysis, resident surveys, and interviews with cultural
agents to assess changes in visibility, discourse, and symbolic posi-
tioning of the locality.

Quantitative Impacts

1. Social Dimension
c. Demographic Impact
e Number of new residents or returnees attracted by cul-
tural projects.
e Shifts in the age distribution of the local population, especially
retention of youth.
Indicator: demographic change (e.g., increase in young resi-
dents, return migration, reduced outmigration).
Method for data collection: analysis of local registry data
(padrones), comparison of pre- and post-project statistics, and
surveys exploring migratory intentions and reasons for mov-
ing/staying.
d. Community Cobesion and Participation
e Percentage of the local population involved in project activities.
¢ Diversity of participants by age, gender, and background.
e Number of participatory or co-design initiatives held in the
community.
Indicator: quantified level of community participation; demo-
graphic breakdown of engagement; number and type of par-
ticipatory formats developed.
Method for data collection: participant records, survey data
on frequency and type of involvement, project documentation
and community feedback tools (e.g., participatory evalua-
tion sheets).
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2. Economic Dimension
c. Local Economic Development
e Measurable increases in revenue in local sectors such as tourism,
hospitality, and retail.
e Number of reactivated services or commercial spaces directly
linked to cultural activities.
Indicator: income variation, increase in service use, number of
reopened /activated premises.
Method for data collection: local administrative and commer-
cial data; direct reports from affected businesses and inter-
views with project stakeholders.
d. Cultural Employment and Entvepreneurship
e Number of direct contracts or paid engagements for local cul-
tural professionals.
e Number of new cultural businesses or projects initiated as a result
of these activities.
Indicator: number of new jobs or contracts created; number
of formalized cultural initiatives.
Method for data collection: internal project records; employ-
ment contracts; cultural and local business registries or fiscal
records where available; follow-up surveys with entrepreneurs.
3. Environmental Dimension
c. Impacts on Personal and Community Well-being
e Survey results measuring perceived well-being, quality of life, and
local attachment.
e Participation rates in activities promoting sustainable lifestyles or
traditional environmental knowledge.
Indicator: well-being scores and level of involvement in envi-
ronmentally aware practices.
Method for data collection: pre- and post-project surveys;
attendance tracking of relevant activities; interviews evaluating
environmental awareness or lifestyle shifts; comparison
between participants and non-participants.
d. Reputational Impact
e Internal and external evaluations of the territory’s image (via
scales or qualitative surveys).
e Media coverage, institutional recognition, and new collabora-
tions generated by the projects.
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Indicator: volume and tone of media mentions; qualitative
changes in discourse and external partnerships.

Method for data collection: media monitoring (press, digital),
content analysis, institutional reports, and surveys of public
perception.

DiscussioN

The integration of user-centered design methodologies in the preliminary
phase of cultural project planning offers a tangible opportunity to
strengthen the professionalization of the sector in rural contexts. By adapt-
ing frameworks such as human-centered design, service design, and design
thinking, cultural practitioners can move beyond intuition or tradition and
adopt more structured, replicable approaches that prioritize community
needs, participation, and impact from the outset. This shift allows for bet-
ter alignment between cultural actions and the socio-territorial challenges
they seek to address, particularly depopulation, loss of identity, and eco-
nomic fragility.

It is important to consider that the adoption of participatory method-
ologies not only is a way to improve the quality of cultural projects, but
can also generate a deeper change in the way decisions are made. Actively
involving the local community from the earliest stages of planning helps to
rebalance relations between cultural promoters and citizens, enhancing
knowledge, experiences, and desires that are often overlooked. This
approach allows communities to overcome vertical or top-down models,
instead promoting more shared governance processes, where communi-
ties are not only beneficiaries but co-authors of the initiatives. In this
sense, participatory design also becomes a tool to strengthen cultural
democracy and build stronger and more inclusive social ties.

It is also worth noting that, in the cultural and creative sector, the
urgency to implement specific projects or events, combined with the lack
of dedicated resources for the preliminary design phase, constitutes a par-
ticularly critical challenge. Unlike other professional sectors where the
planning stage is formally recognized and remunerated as an integral part
of the design and development process, in the cultural field this early phase
is often invisible and rarely funded. This absence limits the capacity of
cultural agents to conduct thorough diagnostics, design context-sensitive
strategies, or engage communities from the outset, ultimately



138 R.SANZ-SEGURA ET AL.

compromising the overall quality and sustainability of the initiative. In this
context, the growing recognition of cultural mediation processes as a core
component of contemporary cultural practice offers a valuable opportu-
nity to address this gap. Mediators can play a pivotal role in gathering
qualitative insights, facilitating early-stage dialogue with local communi-
ties, and ensuring that project design is grounded in the lived realities of
the territory, thus reinforcing the strategic importance of preliminary data
collection and relational work as part of cultural project planning.

At the same time, it is crucial to recognize that participatory processes
also involve risks. In some cases, participation can only be requested for-
mally, to give legitimacy to decisions already taken, without the opinions
expressed by the communities having any real weight in the final results.
In other cases, it can place an excessive burden on local groups that are
invited to contribute actively but do not have the resources, time, or
expertise to support such involvement. This imbalance is likely to generate
mistrust and even a reduction in future participation. To avoid participa-
tion becoming an empty gesture or an additional burden for the commu-
nities, it is essential to make the community feel valued, through
appropriate tools and the recognition of the value of time and commit-
ment of the people involved.

While the proposed methodology is robust and adaptable, its imple-
mentation is not without challenges. Rural contexts often face logistical
limitations (e.g., digital connectivity, mobility, availability of data), as well
as organizational and institutional barriers (e.g., limited funding, insuffi-
cient evaluation culture, lack of specialized training). Additionally, partici-
patory methods require time, trust, and local facilitation capacities that are
not always readily available. These factors must be considered when trans-
ferring or scaling the model to other regions and highlight the importance
of embedding the design and evaluation process within local governance
and support systems.

The proposed model contributes to bridging the gap between cultural
practice and policy, offering a framework that can inform decision-making
at multiple levels—from local planning to regional or national cultural
strategies. Moreover, it reinforces the role of culture as a cross-cutting
driver of sustainable development and territorial cohesion. By articulating
specific, measurable, and context-aware indicators, this chapter supports a
more evidence-based understanding of cultural impact and lays the
groundwork for further academic research and policy experimentation in
the field of rural cultural innovation.
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CONCLUSIONS

What emerges most prominently from this contribution is the pressing
need to develop specific methodologies for the preliminary design of cul-
tural events in rural contexts. The current literature highlights the lack of
specific tools sensitive to the unique characteristics of each territory. In
response, the methodology proposed here adopts a user-centered approach
and integrates participatory tools that facilitate meaningful dialogue
among citizens, institutions, cultural agents, and the academic sector. The
incorporation of impact indicators serves not only to professionalize the
cultural sector in low-density areas, but also to enable the creation of more
contextually grounded, feasible, and evaluable projects.

Active community participation enhances the effectiveness of cultural
initiatives and projects and, more importantly, has the potential to trans-
form decision-making dynamics. When citizens feel heard and their con-
tributions are valued, they become an active part of change. This
contributes to the emergence of more equitable and inclusive governance
models. However, participation must be carefully structured and resourced.
To be meaningful and sustainable, it requires the provision of appropriate
tools such as training resources and explicit recognition of the time, effort,
and commitment contributed by the community members and the profes-
sional mediators involved.

In this context, evaluation instruments play a strategic and multifaceted
role. Beyond measuring project outcomes and impact, they also serve as
powerful tools for visibility, advocacy, and policy influence. Well-designed
evaluation processes can help projects and cultural actors—often over-
looked in rural areas—gain recognition, attract funding, and influence
institutional agendas. By making the cultural vitality of rural territories
visible and measurable, evaluation reinforces the case for culture as a key
driver of sustainable development in marginal and low-density regions.

Finally, it is important to reflect on the potential for international trans-
ferability of the proposed model. The challenges faced by rural areas in
Spain, such as depopulation, lack of services, and diminished institutional
presence, are shared by many other European countries, particularly in
Southern and Eastern Europe. In this sense, adopting a comparative per-
spective could open new possibilities: might this model be adaptable to
other national contexts? Exploring shared experiences, practices, and tools
through transnational cultural networks would contribute to a collective
vision of culture as a driver for sustainable development and territorial
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cohesion at the European level. Strengthening international cooperation
through cultural innovation could promote common solutions to shared
challenges, reinforcing the strategic role of culture in building more resil-
ient and inclusive rural futures.
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CHAPTER 9

System and Environment: Cultural Impact
and Sustainable Conservation in the Case
of the Museo della Memoria ¢
dell’Accoglienza

Stefano Magnolo and Ana Galan-Pérez

INTRODUCTION

The sustainable conservation of cultural heritage and the construction of
collective memory have become key dimensions in contemporary studies
on culture and territory. In a context of both global and local transforma-
tions, museums not only preserve testimonies and artifacts from the past
but also act as active agents in the production of meaning, social cohesion,
and sustainable development.
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In today’s global context, this approach aligns with international sustain-
ability policies, particularly those promoted by the United Nations’ 2030
Agenda and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which recognize
culture as a fundamental driver of development. International bodies such
as UNESCO, the Council of Europe, and the European Union have estab-
lished regulatory frameworks that reinforce the role of cultural heritage con-
servation in fostering social cohesion, community resilience, and innovation.

It is within this framework that the present study is situated, offering an
analysis of the cultural impact of the Museo della Memoria e dell’Accoglienza
in Santa Maria al Bagno, located in Nardo (Salento, Italy), as well as its
associated indicators and contributions to the sustainable conservation of
intangible heritage. This museum serves as a significant space of memory,
centered on the reception of thousands of Jewish refugees between 1943
and 1947. Beyond its museographic function, it articulates multiple
dimensions of heritage—from the recovery of original murals painted by
refugees to the development of a territorial narrative that connects history,
landscape, and community. As such, its study is pertinent to reflecting on
the role of cultural institutions in heritage sustainability, particularly in
relation to their physical, social, and intangible environment.

The main objective of this chapter is to analyze the museum’s cultural
impact from a systemic perspective (system/environment), considering
the interaction between the museum and its surrounding context, and
incorporating intangible landscape as a fundamental dimension for evalu-
ating cultural sustainability. The following research questions guide this
inquiry: How is the relationship between the museum and its physical and
cultural environment manifested? What kinds of cultural and social impacts
does the museum generate within the territory and the community?

The methodology adopted is based on a case study developed within
the framework of the European Creative Europe program Culture Moves
Europe, under the title “ Preserving memory through conservation & conver-
sations: towards key concepts for a memorvial museum design. Case study:
Museo della Memoria e dell’ Accoglienza in Santa Maria al Bagno, Naydo
(Lecce-Italy).” The analysis, initiated in 2023, combines interviews with
individuals involved in the museum’s creation, conservation, and recent
management, alongside fieldwork and direct observation, including inter-
views with groups of visitors.

The case of the Museo della Memoria e dell’ Accoglienza offers valuable
insights into how sustainable conservation and museum practices can fos-
ter participatory governance, preserve collective memory through an
inclusive approach, and contribute to sustainable development from the
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Table 9.1 Research methodology for the period 2023-2025

Phase Period  Main activities
Initial approach May CroMe, research unit. Initial visit to the museum;
2023 meetings with museum leadership and local associations;

development of a stakeholder map; contextualization of
the museum as a site of collective memory.

Preparation of the ~ June Methodological and thematic definition of the project;
culture moves 2023-  planning of qualitative research; integration with studies
Europe proposal March  on cultural sustainability (University of Zaragoza).
2024
Project May- Preparation of interviews (in English and Italian) based
implementation June on research conducted by the cultural sustainability
2024 group at the University of Zaragoza: “Valori immateriali

ed esperienza personale nel Museo delln Memoria e
dell’Accoglienza di Santa Marvia al Bagno, Nardo
(intangible values and personal experience in the Musenm
of Memory and Welcome of Santa Maria al Bagno, Nardo)
(Lecce-Italy).” Interviews with key stakeholders (Katia
Re, Rivka Cohen, A.P.M.E., Pisacane, Madonna, Taceli);
focus group with Israeli visitors; beginning of
documentary and bibliographic source analysis. Study of
museography, collections, and their conservation.

Project May- Second phase of fieldwork; in-depth archival analysis;
implementation June critical interpretation of the museum as a mediator
(continued) 2025 between historical memory and current cultural practices.

Study of the safeguarding process, removal, relocation,
and conservation-restoration of the murals by Zvi Miller.

perspective of culture. By examining tools used to assess heritage impact,
the museum is conceptualized as a living system, capable of engaging with
its context and strengthening the cultural sustainability of the territory
(Table 9.1).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Cultuval Impact and Hevitage Sustainability

The preservation, safeguarding, and promotion of cultural heritage enrich
the collective human experience and serve as catalysts for peace, inclusion,
cohesion, and environmental protection (G20 Ministers of Culture
Declaration, Salvador da Bahia, 2024). Ultimately, they represent a path-
way toward achieving social and cultural sustainability, governed by
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international sustainability policies, most notably the United Nations,
which launched the 2030 Agenda in 2015, including the 17 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). UNESCO, for its part, recognizes and pro-
motes culture as a driver and enabler of sustainable development, advanc-
ing the “Culturel2030 Indicators” to measure and highlight culture’s
contribution to the SDGs.

Since 2019, Europe’s Green Deal has echoed the priorities of the 2030
Agenda, emphasizing the cultural dimension of sustainable development
within European institutions (European Commission, 2022), and defin-
ing and recognizing cultural heritage as a strategic resource for a sustain-
able Europe:

Cultural heritage comprises resources inherited from the past in all forms
and aspects: tangible, intangible, and digital (both originally digital and
digitized), including monuments, sites, landscapes, skills, practices, knowl-
edge, and expressions of human creativity, as well as collections preserved
and managed by public or private entities such as museums, libraries, and
archives. (2014,/C 183,/08)

Accordingly, political action and cooperation among EU member states
have focused on harnessing the power of culture and cultural diversity to
promote social cohesion and well-being, especially through the protection
of cultural heritage, as outlined in the European Framework for Action on
Cultural Heritage (European Commission, 2018). Within this framework,
three main action areas have been identified:

1. Protecting heritage from anthropogenic risks (e.g., illicit trafficking)

. Promoting sustainable cultural tourism

3. Improving the quality of physical interventions on cultural heritage,
especially where poor planning and execution pose a threat

[\

Additional actions aim to safeguard heritage from environmental risks
such as natural disasters (2020/C 186/01; CORDIS Results Pack,
Heritage at Risk, 2028; OMC, Strengthening Cultural Heritage Resilience
for Climate Change, 2022).

The framework also recognizes the vital role of communities living
alongside heritage assets, emphasizing the need for open, participatory,
and inclusive processes in heritage conservation and management (OMC,
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Participatory Governance of Cultural Hervitage, 2018; Voices of
Culture, 2015).

The social dimension of cultural heritage sustainability is addressed in
several Council of Europe documents, most notably the Framework
Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society, also known
as the Faro Convention (CETS No. 199). Article 1 of Section 1 empha-
sizes that the aim of cultural heritage conservation and sustainable use is
human development and quality of life, while also recognizing heritage as
a valuable resource for sustainable development.

In terms of shared responsibility, the convention advocates for the
development of legal, economic, and professional frameworks that enable
joint action, innovation, and democratic participation in the sustainable
development of cultural heritage.

Applying this theoretical structure to the study of the Museo della
Memoria highlights how a local institution can act as an agent of cultural
sustainability. By preserving the memory of Jewish transit following World
War 11, the museum can contribute to social cohesion, historical reconcili-
ation, and the intergenerational transmission of knowledge, as established
in the aforementioned international and European frameworks.

Furthermore, its integration within the coastal environment of south-
ern Italy enables the linkage of memory with environmental sustainabil-
ity—an essential dimension recognized both in the Brundtland Report
(United Nations, 1987) and in the European Commission’s documents
on heritage at risk (CORDIS). The museum’s activities may also be
assessed through the lens of the Culturel2030 Indicators, particularly in
terms of participatory governance, social inclusion, and sustainable local
development.

Additionally, the museum’s approach aligns with European initiatives
such as HERIWELL, OpenHeritage, RURITAGE, and Creative
Climate Leadership, reinforcing its potential role in contemporary cul-
tural policies focused on sustainability, resilience, and social innovation.
The study of the museum also resonates with Horizon 2020 and Euroreg
research projects such as OpenHeritage, CLIC, RURITAGE, PRO-
Heritage, ProCultHer, Hyperion, STORM, and, particularly regarding
participatory governance, Creative Climate Leadership (Table 9.2).

European initiatives and best practices in cultural heritage—such as the
European Commission’s Catalogue of Good Practices and the Council of
Europe’s Strategy 21—promote three key approaches:
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Table 9.2 Main institutions and policy documents on the sustainability of cul-

tural heritage
Institution

United
Nations

UNESCO
G20 Culture
Ministers
European
Union

Council of
Europe

Government
of Spain

Key documents and initintives

® Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our
Common Future- 2015 UN Climate Change Conference (COP21)-
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development

e Culture 2030

e Declaration of G20 Ministers of Culture, Salvador da Bahia, 2024

e European Green Deal- COM(2022) 709 final- European Commission,
2019-2020,/C 186,/01-2014/C 183 /08- HERIWELL- Cultural
Heritage in Action- CORDIS Results Pack: Heritage at Risk, 2028-
OMGC, Strengthening Cultural Heritage Resilience for Climate Change,
2022- OMC, Participatory Governance of Cultural Heritage, 2018-
Voices of Culture, Participatory Governance of Cultural Heritage,

2015- OpenHeritage, CLIC, RURITAGE, PRO-Heritage, ProCultHer,
Hyperion, STORM- Creative Climate Leadership

e Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society
(Faro Convention), CETS No. 199

® CoE Strategy 21

o Green Paper for the Sustainable Management of Cultural Heritage- Final
Report of Conclusions, 2022- Practical Guide for the Sustainable
Management of Heritage

* The social dimension, emphasizing the relationship between heri-
tage, citizenship, and democratic values through participation

® The economic and territorial dimension, linking heritage to sus-
tainable local and regional development

® The educational dimension, which views heritage as a tool for
awareness, education, and research

These lines of action reflect the social mission of conservation, which
seeks to contribute to sustainable development in its economic, environ-
mental, social, and cultural dimensions.

In the case of the Museo della Memoria e dell’Accoglienza, the focus lies
in analyzing and measuring its social and cultural impact, linking its activi-
ties to sustainability in these domains and relying on academic research as
a fundamental resource for implementing these good practices (Magnolo
& Galan-Pérez, 2025a).
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Sustainable actions in the social domain integrate equal access to the
benefits of cultural heritage, as well as community participation in conser-
vation processes.

Best practices in the conservation and social sustainability of cultural
heritage include, on one hand, the active participation of communities
and their empowerment in defining and managing heritage. This involves
recognizing the communities” ownership of heritage and fostering media-
tion between local communities and public administrations. On the other
hand, genuine participation implies a transformation in heritage gover-
nance, including the redistribution of power and the recognition of rights
and ownership. All of this leads toward sustainable governance models
that encourage respectful and sustainable production frameworks in which
local communities become the main agents and protagonists
(Santamarina, 2021).

For the conservation of tangible and intangible heritage to be socially
sustainable, a radical shift in current heritage regimes is necessary.
Protection alone does not guarantee conservation or safeguarding; rather,
it is essential to protect and support both the places and the people
through active community engagement. This highlights the collective
dimension of heritage, as emphasized by the SDGs, ensuring cultural
and natural biodiversity and promoting the sustainable use of ecosystems
and cultural landscapes, while simultaneously reconfiguring traditional
power structures, reshaping governance models, and evaluating the extent
of participatory governance. This process must include the empowerment
and recognition of a plurality of meanings such as territory, memory,
knowledge, and identity.

Sustainable cultural actions involve the preservation of identity, the
conservation of traditions and cultural practices, innovation in heri-
tage conservation, and the promotion of diversity and intercultural
dialogue. In this context, the responsibility to safeguard and transmit cul-
tural heritage to future generations lies not only with public and private
entities, but with society as a whole (Magnolo & Galan-Pérez, 2025b;
Romero Pastor, 2023). In this way, heritage conservation becomes a dia-
logue between past and present, seeking solutions that respect the tempo-
rality and evolution of cultural forms (Jarauta Marién, 2023).

One of the strongest internal motivations within participatory gover-
nance and the advocacy for cultural rights is the need to better protect and
preserve cultural heritage. Better protection is pursued, for example, by
increasing public awareness of heritage sites and making them more
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visible, but also through the support of heritage communities, which plays
a crucial role in preservation and safeguarding efforts (Galan-Pérez
etal., 2023).

To assess the cultural impact of the Museo della Memoria from the per-
spective of sustainable conservation, it is essential to incorporate innova-
tive tools developed at the European level. The RURITAGE project
proposes a resource ecosystem centered on people and heritage, aligned
with the rural context of Nardo. SoPHIA, in turn, introduces digital plat-
forms to foster citizen participation and innovation in heritage manage-
ment (Baioni et al., 2021). The Heritage Impact Assessment (HIA)
tool allows the anticipation of negative effects on cultural environments by
offering a preventive approach (Ashrafi et al., 2022). Additionally, the
“place and memory” qualitative indicator highlights the symbolic value
of heritage spaces marked by migration and exile (Dornelles et al., 2020).
The multidimensional approach proposed by Nocca (2017) provides
robust criteria for integrating social and cultural sustainability into deci-
sion-making processes, thereby strengthening the analysis of the museum
as a living system within its relational environment.

System and Envivonment: An Analytical Perspective

The distinction between system and environment has served as a key con-
ceptual tool across multiple theoretical traditions—from cybernetics to
General Systems Theory and contemporary sociology (von Bertalanfty,
1968; Luhmann, 1995; Baecker, 2001). Broadly speaking, it enables us to
describe how any organized entity—whether an organism, an institution,
or a cultural practice—defines its boundaries in relation to a broader and
more complex context from which it draws resources and with which it
interacts, yet which it can never fully control. Within the framework of
social systems theory developed by Niklas Luhmann, this distinction
becomes particularly fruitful for social and cultural analysis (Moeller,
2006; Baraldi et al., 1997). According to Luhmann, social systems are
autopoietic systems of communication: they constitute and maintain
themselves through their own communicative operations, differentiating
themselves from their environment, which includes both other systems
and the unstructured complexity of the world. In this view, the environ-
ment is not merely a physical or geographic “outside,” but a dynamic
horizon of contingencies and realities that condition the operations of
the system.
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Applied to the field of culture, this perspective allows us to explore
museums as cultural systems that are not merely passive containers of
inherited legacies, but active communicative spaces that shape their rela-
tionships with communities, territories, and histories through ongoing
dialogue with an ever-evolving and expansive environment (Hooper-
Greenhill, 2000; Crooke, 2007; Anderson, 2004; Smith, 2006). Social
systems theory further enables a distinction between an external environ-
ment—comprising natural, psychic, and biological systems—and an inter-
nal environment made up of other social systems with which communicative
relationships are established (Luhmann, 1995). Within this framework,
communities constitute a social environment for museums—understood
not only in physical or demographic terms, but as relational spaces of com-
municative interaction (Watson, 2007).

This approach proves particularly effective for conceptualizing cultural
sustainability, understood as the capacity of such systems to regenerate
over time, respond to new demands, and maintain social relevance (Soini
& Dessein, 2016; Dessein et al., 2015). From a systemic perspective, a
museum cannot be understood solely as an institution that preserves
objects, but as a living system for the production and reproduction of
meaning (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000; Anderson, 2004). Its function goes
beyond the material presentation of heritage to include ongoing processes
of reinterpretation, mediation, and activation of cultural memory
(MacDonald, 2013).

The Museo delln Memoria e dell’Accoglienza in Santa Maria al Bagno
offers an emblematic example of this dynamic. It does not merely conserve
testimonies from a specific past—the transit of Jewish refugees through
southern Italy after World War II—but constructs a communicative space
that links this legacy to current sensibilities and debates surrounding hos-
pitality, human rights, and migration (Corsane, 2005; Di Padova, 2018).
In this sense, its cultural sustainability depends on its ability to keep open
these connections between past and present, between heritage and con-
temporary communities (Ripp & Rodwell, 2015). The systemic logic
allows us to understand this process as a form of cultural autopoiesis: the
museum generates new communications and new forms of meaning that
feed back into its social relevance and strengthen its cultural impact over
time (Soini & Birkeland, 2014; Dessein et al., 2015).

From a Luhmannian perspective, a museum’s environment is not
merely a geographic context but a complex network of social, historical,
and territorial relationships (MacDonald, 2013; Smith, 2006). In the case
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of the Museo delln Memoria e dell’Accoglienza, this environment consists
of the local communities of Santa Maria al Bagno and Nardo, the collec-
tive memory of events that shaped the region, and the global flows of
memory and meaning tied to experiences of migration and refuge
(Assmann, 2011; Ricoeur, 2000). This relational environment is not static,
but deeply dynamic. Communities continuously reinterpret their history
and relationship with heritage, while the territory itself is re-signified
through new social and cultural practices. At the same time, transnational
memory networks—including Jewish diasporas and memory tourism cir-
cuits—bring new layers of meaning and new interlocutors to the museum
(MacDonald, 2013; Logan et al., 2015).

Understanding environment in this way allows us to value cultural sus-
tainability not as the mere conservation of the status quo, but as the capac-
ity of the museum to creatively engage with these relational processes,
fostering a positive cultural impact that enriches both the system—the
museum—and its environment—the communities and territories with
which it is connected (Soini & Dessein, 2016).

INTANGIBLE CULTURAL LANDSCAPE: THE CONSERVATION
OF VALUES

The concept of the intangible cultural landscape encompasses the values,
memories, practices, beliefs, and symbolic meanings that communities
associate with a given territory, going beyond its physical or tangible
dimension. Unlike material heritage, this type of landscape emphasizes the
intangible aspects that give meaning to a place, as a result of the ongoing
interaction between people and their environment over time (Galan-
Pérez, Magnolo, 2025).

The Museo della Memoria e dell’Accoglienza highlights the value of
the intangible cultural landscape as a central axis for understanding its
impact on memory, community, and the environment. This concept—
endorsed by UNESCO and the Council of Europe—broadens the heri-
tage approach beyond tangible elements, integrating values, traditions,
and connections between people and places as part of a dynamic process.
Moreover, the museum’s location in Santa Maria al Bagno (Salento coast)
is itself a living heritage. Its history as a place of transit and reception
(Campo no. 34) is reflected in the environment: the sea, public spaces like
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squares, and buildings adapted for hosting refugees all contributed to the
strengthening of social relationships (Schirosi, 2023).

A key element is the spirit of the place, understood as the symbolic
bond between memory and space, which reinforces identity and social
cohesion. The museum activates this spirit through its interaction with the
territory and the associated memories (Table 9.3 and Table 9.4).

Table 9.3 Elements of the cultural landscape of Santa Maria al Bagno,
Nardo (Italy)

Landscape types Landscape elements

Institutional Memory Museum in a renovated school building; Garden of

Landscape Memory

Religious Symbolic Palazzo Caputo-Vallone (Synagogue); Casa Rosa, original

Landscape site of the Zvi Miller murals; brotherhood celebrations and
religious processions

Residential Hosting Villa Tarantino; Villa Michela Falco (no longer exists);

Landscape (second homes of  House of Ettore Manno; House of Don Liberato de
locals, vacant, donated, or Metrio; House of Assunta Tarantino; House of Vicenzo

requisitioned) Leone Maruccio; House of Giuseppe Cipressa; House of
Antonio Vaglio

Economic and Services Palazzo Fumarola (for officers and soldiers); Palazzo

Landscape Nicolini (storage); Paolino Pisacane grocery store

Meeting and Socialization  Filieri Tavern/Osteria; Gioffreda Bar; Lezzi Tavern/Osteria

Landscape

Control and Management  Carabinieri Barracks; Villa De Benedittis (Villa Cristina dei
Landscape Personé)
Natural Landscape Natural reserve, Portoselvaggio; Salento coastline

Table 9.4 Images of the cultural landscape of Santa Maria al Bagno, Nardo (Italy)

Museum entrance Villa De Benedittis ~ Villa Tarantino Map in the museum
(Villa Cristina dei
Persone)
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THE CONCEPT OF DI1SSONANCE: THE NEED FOR MEDIATION

Dissonant cultural heritage refers to those heritage elements that generate
tensions, conflicts, or contradictory narratives within a community or
among different social groups. It is not a homogeneous or consensual
heritage, but one that reflects diverse identities, values, and memories that
may be in conflict or difficult to reconcile.

This type of heritage reveals aspects of history and culture that are not
always comfortable or universally accepted, such as social wounds, dis-
placement, trauma, injustice, or division. As a result, dissonant cultural
heritage challenges traditional interpretations and requires mediation pro-
cesses to foster dialogue, mutual understanding, and the construction of
shared memory (Galan Pérez & Vieira, 2023).

In the case of Santa Maria al Bagno, dissonance can be understood in
relation to displacement and both institutional and community-based
reception. In this context, tensions, conflicts, or divergent narratives
emerge from the complex history of migration and hospitality experienced
in Nardo. Understanding this dissonance entails analyzing how historical
facts and social and cultural relationships have evolved from 1945 to 2025.
These tensions are likely to appear in the various ways memory is inter-
preted, lived, and managed by different stakeholders.

In response to this dissonance, mediation becomes a key tool. First, to
promote intercultural dialogue, cooperation, and the building of shared
memory between the local community and the Jewish community of
refugees and their descendants. Second, to ensure active participation of
the communities in the conservation and valorization of heritage, also
mediating between them and the institutions. And third, to manage
potential disagreements regarding conservation approaches and
procedures.

In this framework, mediation not only facilitates interaction and mutual
understanding, but also allows for the measurement of the museum’s rela-
tional impact. Far from being just an archive, the museum emerges as a
living social space that fosters encounters, empathy, and symbolic healing.
Managing a shared memory requires activating the present between com-
munities and encouraging their continued involvement.

The intangible cultural landscape is the space where these dissonances
are expressed and where mediation becomes essential. This concept
acknowledges the continuous interaction between people and territory
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over time, integrating intangible values such as the memory of refugees,
local identity, and the symbolic meanings of the place. Beyond the physical
environment, it is a symbolically active space where memories, relation-
ships, and historical processes are inscribed.

The protection of these intangible values—such as the memory of hos-
pitality and solidarity—is crucial. Integrating the concept of the intangible
cultural landscape enables a holistic vision of heritage, overcoming the
divide between material and immaterial aspects and articulating aesthetic,
historical, social, and spiritual dimensions.

ANALYSIS: MUSEUM AS SYSTEM AND ENVIRONMENT

The Museum as an Active Cultural System

The origin of the museum stems from a civic initiative: the desire to
recover the memory of the refugees who passed through Santa Maria al
Bagno (1943-1947). In the 1990s, a diverse group of citizens, research-
ers, and neighbors who had lived through the events promoted the cre-
ation of the Museo delln Memoria e dell’Accoglienza, with the aim of
preserving and disseminating the history of the transit camp. This initia-
tive arose despite the initial lack of public administrative support and faced
various types of resistance—both administrative and academic (Pisacane
et al., 2024). The collection of documents, photographs, letters, personal
belongings, and oral histories became the foundation of a museography
centered on lived experience (Mennonna, 2006).

The initiative was led by Paolo Pisacane, who—motivated by childhood
memories and the discovery of old murals painted by the refugees them-
selves—promoted the creation of the Associazione Pro Murales Ebraici
(APME). This association played a key role in gathering tangible and
intangible elements, raising public awareness, and applying political pres-
sure that eventually led, decades later, to the museum’s opening in 2009.
The museum, inaugurated after years of voluntary and persistent manage-
ment, has become a space for memory education, oriented toward inter-
generational dialogue and critical reflection on displacement and reception
processes (Schirosi, 2023).

However, the museum’s organizational structure has been marked by
tensions. Although municipally owned and partially funded by the Puglia
Region, the museum was partially appropriated by local authorities,
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excluding the original promoters of the mural restoration and the final
museographic project (Pisacane et al., 2024). A management change
occurred in December 2024 through a public tender won by the coopera-
tive Fluxus.

Regarding the narrative conveyed in the exhibition, the museum’s dis-
course centers on values such as hospitality, human dignity, and civil resis-
tance against horror. Exhibitory elements combine tangible heritage—Ilike
the murals by Zivi Miller, personal belongings of the refugees, and original
photographs—with intangible heritage: oral testimonies, family archives,
letters, marriage certificates, music, and shared memories that reactivate
emotional and intergenerational memory. For Jewish visitors, the museum
also represents a reconnection with a part of their family’s past during
transit through Italy—a period sometimes concealed from descendants
due to its proximity to the Holocaust and a desire to overcome trauma
(Re, 2024; Cohen, 2024) (Table 9.5).

Table 9.5 Timeline of the restoration of the murals and the opening of
the museum

Year/period  Event

1943-1947  Operation of the refugee camp in Santa Maria al Bagno

Following Institutional silence and progressive oblivion

decades

1990 Civic initiatives to recover the camp’s memory

1995 First awareness campaigns and public petitions for mural conservation

Late 1990s  Creation of the first informative website about the camp; international
attention; collection of support signatures; 11-minute documentary aired
on RAI

2001-2004  Formation of the Comitato Recupero dei Murales Ebraici di Santa Maria
al Bagno e Plstituzione del Museo dell’Accoglienza, later transformed into
the Associazione pro Murales in Santa Maria al Bagno (APME), formally
recognized in 2004

2003, Proposal of Law No. 3831 in the Camera dei Deputati (2003):

March 26 Regulations for the restoration of the Jewish “murales” and the creation of
the Museum of Hospitality in Santa Maria al Bagno

2004-2005 Awarding of the Gold Medal of Civil Merit to the municipality, promoted
by citizen testimonies

2009 Conservation and restoration campaigns for the murals

2009 Opening of the Museo della Memoria e dell’Accoglienza and launch of
educational activities
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Cultural, Social, and Tervitovial Envivonment

The Museo delln Memoria e dell’ Accoglienza maintains a dynamic relation-
ship with its cultural, social, and territorial environment, which can be
understood as a relational environment in a systemic sense (Luhmann,
1995; Baraldi et al., 1997). This environment includes not only the physi-
cal and geographic context of the Salento coastal landscape but also the
local communities, collective memories, associative networks, and regula-
tory and institutional frameworks in which the Museum operates. Within
this framework, the intangible cultural landscape—encompassing values,
memories, practices, and meanings tied to place—plays a central role
(UNESCO, 2013; Ruggles, 2009). The territory of Santa Maria al Bagno
is configured as a living heritage site where the memory of the reception
of Jewish refugees after World War II is intertwined with contemporary
experiences of human mobility and the daily practices of the local
community.

Between 1943 and 1947, Santa Maria al Bagno became one of the key
reception sites for thousands of Jewish refugees and other displaced per-
sons after the Second World War. A transit camp was established in the
area, managed by the British government in collaboration with the United
Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA). Its legacy
has endured not only in documentary records but also in murals, oral his-
tories, and everyday objects that continue to shape a living intangible heri-
tage. For decades, this experience was marginalized in official narratives
until various civic initiatives spearheaded its recovery, re-signifying its his-
torical and cultural value (Search Jews in Italy, 2021; Ghio & Lelli, 2018).

The relationship between the resident population and the refugees,
after an initially complex integration phase, was marked by physical prox-
imity and concrete solidarity. Various oral testimonies collected in Nardo
through interviews reveal how local inhabitants provided material and
emotional support, integrating the newcomers into everyday village life.
Stories of coexistence among children, skill-sharing between women, and
the formation of lasting emotional bonds reflect a spontaneous welcoming
experience and interfaith coexistence, even in a context marked by resource
scarcity and uncertainty. These shared memories have been fundamental
to consolidating an inclusive and resilient community narrative (Comune
di Nardo, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2022).

Today, the Museum acts as a symbolic mediator between the material
landscape and the historical narratives it conveys, contributing to the
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construction of a situated collective memory (Assmann, 2011; Ricoeur,
2000). Activities associated with the museum—educational programs, liv-
ing memory initiatives, commemorations of concentration camp libera-
tions, and responsible tourism proposals—strengthen this bond between
the museum system and its environment, fostering processes of cultural
sustainability (Dessein et al., 2015; Soini & Dessein, 2016; Zevi, 2022).

Dialogue Between System and Environment

From a systemic perspective, the dialogue between the museum as an
active cultural system and its related environment is expressed through the
process of symbolic co-construction (Crooke, 2007; Watson, 2007).
Through its integration with local communities, with transnational Jewish
memory networks, and with other cultural actors, the museum not only
represents the history of the place but also participates in the ongoing re-
signification of the territory (Macdonald, 2003, 2013; Logan et al., 2015).

While the cultural and emotional impact on contemporary Jewish com-
munities is evident—being one of the groups most interested in visiting
the museum—it is worth analyzing to what extent meaningful exchanges
occur with current local communities, how these processes are managed,
and what impact they generate. On-site observations and dialogues with
associative and academic actors highlight the existence of multiple poten-
tial actions that could be implemented but are currently not clearly incor-
porated into the territory’s cultural policies.

In terms of collaborative networks, the museum relies on a framework
of relationships with local associations and museums—such as APME,
Unitre, and the Jewish Museum of Lecce—national entities like MEIS and
the State Archives of Lecce, and international organizations such as Yad
Vashem and various Jewish diaspora communities, as well as universities
and educational institutions. These networks find expression in pedagogi-
cal and outreach activities. Nonetheless, a lack of local involvement per-
sists, which reveals the limits of community ownership of memory
(Interviews to Re, Pisacane, Mennona, Tacelli, 2024; Fondazione per i
Beni Culturali Ebraici in Italin, 2021).

The museum’s history is also the history of a process of memory insti-
tutionalization. The awarding of the Gold Medal of Civil Merit to the city
of Nardo in 2005—partly due to the work of APME—marked a symbolic
turning point. In their effort to legitimize the conservation and museo-
graphic project, the museum’s promoters sent their request to over 170
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national and European institutions, receiving favorable responses from fig-
ures such as the president of the Italian Republic and the European
Parliament’s Culture Committee. This institutional backing was crucial in
making the museum visible in the public space, although at the local level,
cooperation with authorities was not always consistent. The medal’s con-
cession was not the result of an official government initiative but rather
recognition driven by citizen testimony, illustrating the power of grass-
roots narratives to influence memory policies. This state recognition
enshrines the reception experience as part of the Italian and European
moral heritage and legitimizes the refugees’ history as a shared legacy.

In this sense, the museum has significant potential to serve as a mediat-
ing instrument between different communities—both Jewish and those
arising from contemporary migration—facilitating a space for dialogue
and the construction of cultural citizenship (Ripp & Rodwell, 2015).

Through its interaction with local and transnational memories, the
museum contributes to cultural sustainability but also faces challenges
related to community ownership, local stakeholder participation, and the
articulation of integrated cultural policies. Its capacity to activate processes
of symbolic co-construction and to re-signify the territory represents a

promising pathway to strengthen its long-term cultural and social impact
(Comune di Nardo, 2016; IPSAIC, 2023). (Table 9.6 and Table 9.7).

Table 9.6 Stakcholders involved in the conservation and valorization of
the museum

Entity/association Contribution to measurving social — Contribution to measuring
impact cultural impact

Associazione Pro Community participation in Promotion of mural

Murales Ebraici memory preservation and social ~ conservation efforts and

(APME) education intangible heritage preservation

Archivio di Stato di ~ Support for educational activities Provision and dissemination of

Lecce aimed at raising awareness among historical documentation

new generations
Cooperativa Fluxus  Implementation of programs that Development of exhibitions,

strengthen social cohesion and cultural activities, guided tours,
inclusion and educational workshops
Assessorato alla Integration of the museum into  Promotion of local culture and
Cultura e Istruzione the local educational system, education about memory
di Nardo facilitating citizen participation
Comune di Nardo  Institutional support and Promotion and facilitation of
(City Council) promotion of local inclusion cultural activities and historical

preservation
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Table 9.7 Images of the museum and its visitors (2024)

EVALUATION OF THE MUSEUM’S CULTURAL
AND SociaL IMmpacT

Sustainability Indicators

Determining what it means for a museum to be “sustainable” in a local
context like Nardo (Province of Lecce, Salento region) requires establish-
ing specific margins and indicators tailored to its environment. It is not
just about counting visitor numbers or income but about assessing the
museum’s ability to generate sustained cultural, social, and emotional
impact. To do this, three key dimensions are considered: demographic and
territorial data, the museum’s mission, and levels of community participa-
tion, as shown in Table 9.8.

Based on this information, the following applied sustainability thresh-
olds can be proposed (Table 9.9).

The level of sustainability or evaluation scale can be defined based on
the degree to which these indicators are met (Table 9.10).

That is, social sustainability is not achieved with a fixed number but
rather as a ratio between what is done and the context in which it is done.
For Nardo, achieving direct participation of 10% of the population in
museum activitiecs—alongside consistent accessibility, inclusion efforts,
and cultural production—can be considered a viable and desirable
threshold.

To assess the impact of the Jewish communities in Santa Maria al Bagno
after WWII—and the descendants who now visit the museum—a transna-
tional, intergenerational, and symbolic view of heritage is required. The
goal is not simply quantitative statistical studies, but an understanding of
how this place continues to activate identity and emotional ties on a global
scale (Table 9.11).
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Table 9.8 Data on Santa Maria al Bagno

Contextual Data ~ Nardo

Population Approximately 30,000 inhabitants

Socioeconomic Coastal area with a strong local identity, migratory tradition, and a
profile partially seasonal tourism-based economy

Cultural Moderate in quantity but high in symbolic value related to memory,
infrastructure human rights, and narratives of reception and displacement

Table 9.9 Quantitative indicators, suggested thresholds, and justification for
applied sustainability in the museum

Indicator Sugyested sustainability Justification
threshold
Local visitors (annually) > 10% of local population Significant involvement of
(~3000 people) the immediate environment
School visitors (local and > 500 students/year Active presence in the
regional) educational environment
Annual community > 6 activities/year At least one every two
co-created activities months with direct
participation
Participation of > 2 specific initiatives/year Real, not symbolic, inclusion
vulnerable groups
Local volunteers or > 15 active people/year Sign of local ownership and
collaborators commitment
Local cultural > 1 original content per semester Contributes original
production (exhibits, creativity to the local cultural
publications) ecosystem
Presence in European > 1 active cooperation network  Transnational visibility
networks/media (holocaust, memory museums, without losing community
etc.) roots

Table 9.10 Relationship between indicator compliance and level of social
sustainability

Indicator compliance Social sustainability level
> 80% indicators met (67 of 7) High (solid and transferable model)
60-79% indicators met (4-5) Moderate (with potential for improvement)

< 60% indicators met (3 or fewer) Low (requires active intervention)
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Table 9.11 Impact and reach of host communities in the museum

Type of impact

Diasporic cultural impact

Symbolic and identity
impact

Testimonial and
intergenerational impact
Relational impact

Table 9.12

Indicator

Number of international visitors

identified as descendants

Geographical map of families who
visited from different parts of the

world

Number of personal /family
testimonies incorporated into
museum

Number of material contributions

donated to the museum
(documents, objects)

Number of international Jewish

associations linked to the
museum

Number of commemorative /
international events

Reach

The museum serves as a memory hub for communities
dispersed across Israel, the U.S., Argentina, and Europe.
Connects family memories with a physical location and a
narrative of dignity and hospitality.

Relatives or descendants recover, reactivate, and transmit

history.

The museum keeps diplomatic, cultural, and even touristic
ties alive with descendants and associations.

Quantitative impact indicators

What it measures

Direct reach of the
diaspora

Global dispersion and
connections

Active participation and
the intangible legacy
Tangible heritage
contribution from
families
Degree of formal
connection with global
Jewish community
Ritual and symbolic
continuity of the bond

How it is measured

Visitor logbook, voluntary
forms, surveys

Visual map based on visitor
origin data

Audiovisual, oral, or
textual archive based on
interviews

Archive records and
exhibition creation

Agreements, joint projects,
shared events

Annual agenda,
participation in
commemorations

Regarding the quantitative impact indicators (Table 9.12 and
Table 9.13):

But what about the interaction with local communities?

In studying the relational cultural and social impact, it is essential to estab-
lish indicators to evaluate the level of intercultural dialogue, cooperation, and
shared memory between communities—that is, how the local community
and the Jewish community (both historical and contemporary) interact.
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Table 9.13 Qualitative and symbolic impact indicators
Indicator What it measures How it is measured

Sense of belonging Emotional, identity, and Discourse analysis, interviews,
expressed in testimonies and  spiritual reconnection with written/oral testimonies
networks the site

Mention of the museum in ~ Museum’s role as a key Case studies, published
family and genealogical place for memory genealogies, biographies,
narratives transmission documentaries
Perception of the museum  Ethical and humanitarian ~ Perception surveys post-visit,
as a “place of healing” or value of remembrance publications, documentaries,
“memory” social media
Open digital archive of Collaborative and Platform participation,
testimonies (collaborative)  participatory dimension of community uploads

memory
Social media and media Transnational digital Hashtag and content analysis,
mentions from the diasporas visibility of the museum blogs, articles

Below, we present quantitative and qualitative indicators that measure
the interaction between both communities in order to assess its intensity,
quality, and frequency (Table 9.14).

We consider the joint study of both communities essential for ana-
lyzing sustainable social and cultural impact.

This indicator, therefore, helps to interpret the notion of relational heri-
tage not as an object of the past, but as a living process between subjects.

Moreover, it assesses the museum’s capacity to foster encounter, empa-
thy, and symbolic reparation. It demonstrates how a community can
become the bearer of a memory that is not originally its own, but one it
adopts for its ethical and human value.

Study of Identity and Memory: A Personal Questionnaive
at the Museuwm

As part of the research project developed in 2024 on the links between
collective memory, identity, and the museum experience, a personal ques-
tionnaire was designed and implemented with the aim of exploring the
intangible values perceived by visitors to the Museo della Memoria e
dell’Accoglienza in Santa Maria al Bagno (Nardo, Lecce, Italy).



164 S. MAGNOLO AND A. GALAN-PEREZ

Table 9.14 Indicators of interaction with local communities

Indicator What it measures How it is collected
Number of intercommunity Frequency of events Museum records, local
activities (shared memories, involving both press, annual agendas
celebrations) communities

Number of joint testimonies Presence of stories where ~ Oral archive, interviews,
both communities interact publications

Number of symbolic visits or ~ Ongoing and living Guestbook, guide/
exchanges (Jewish family visits hospitality neighborhood interviews,
with local hosts) surveys
Intercultural educational Joint reflections on the School programs,
projects past collaborations with
institutes and memory
centers
Perception of the relationship ~ Level of pride, Surveys, focus groups,
by the local community identification, or participatory observation
emotional connection to
memory
Perception by Jewish visitors ~ Recognition of hospitality, Questionnaires, interviews,
respect, and sustained social media messages
memory
Perception of respect and trust Extent to which Surveys, interviews, focus
communities feel respected groups
and valued
Shared narratives and Existence of common or  Content analysis of
intercultural dialogue enriched discourses speeches, events, materials
between communities
Contflict resolution and Ability to overcome Direct observation and
handling of differences cultural disagreements testimonies from joint
activities
Sense of shared belonging Identification with the Open-ended questions in
shared space (museum, surveys or focus groups
community)
Network mapping to visualize ~Relational intensity and Visual diagrams based on
collaborations community ties project and actor
interactions

The questionnaire, titled “ Valori immateriali ed espevienza personale nel
Museo della Memoria ¢ dell’ Accoglienza di Santa Marvia al Bagno,” was
developed as a qualitative data collection tool for analyzing the partici-
pants’ subjective experiences. It was administered both in person and
online and was structured into five thematic sections:
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1. General information: age, country of origin, educational back-
ground, and motivation for the visit.

2. Relationship with memory: perception of the museum’s role as a
memory space.

3. Identity dimension: emotional impact and resonance with one’s
personal history or cultural values.

4. Intangible values: identification of ethical, symbolic, or emotional
elements in the museum experience.

5. Final evaluation and suggestions: open reflections on the role of
the museum in contemporary society.

The methodological design took into account the interdisciplinary
nature of the approach, integrating contributions from heritage sociology,
memory studies, and digital humanities.

In relation to the proposed cultural indicators, the questionnaire
focused on the contemporary debate about how to measure the impact of
heritage spaces from a more human, qualitative, and integrative perspec-
tive. The questionnaire designed and applied at the Museo della Memoria
¢ dell’Accoglienza aimed to explore intangible values and the visitor’s sub-
jective experience, covering aspects such as identification with the narra-
tives on display, emotional resonance throughout the visit, perception of
hospitality, and the link between personal and collective memory.

This proposal reinforces the idea that cultural impact cannot be sepa-
rated from individual experience or community context. Only through
hybrid indicators—capable of integrating the intangible, the emotional,
and the symbolic—is it possible to assess the true transformative potential
of institutions such as the museum studied.

Currently, the questionnaire is in use (available in Italian and English),
and data collection and analysis are expected to take place during a third,
ongoing research phase at the museum.

CoNcCLUSIONS: TOWARD MODELS OF CULTURAL
SUSTAINABILITY IN MEMORY LANDSCAPES
These reflections reinforce the notion that measuring cultural impact also

means capturing the processes of meaning-making, mediation, and appro-
priation that render heritage a living and transformative dimension.
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The case of the Museo della Memoria e dell’ Accoglienza offers valuable
insights into how memory museums can actively contribute to sustainable
conservation in diverse contexts. It is not only about preserving a legacy,
but about activating dynamic processes of dialogue between past and pres-
ent, between territory and communities, between local memories and
transnational networks.

Through the systemic perspective adopted in this chapter, we have seen
how the museum functions as a cultural system in constant interaction
with a complex relational environment. This interaction is not merely a
contextual backdrop, but the space where meanings, appropriations, and
transformations are generated, giving life to the cultural landscape.

The approach developed here highlights several dimensions that can
guide future strategies for cultural sustainability:

e The need to anchor memory museums in the intangible cultural
landscape of their territory, recognizing the emotional, social, and
symbolic bonds that shape it.

e The importance of articulating participatory conservation and man-
agement models that strengthen the commitment of both local com-
munities and transnational actors.

e The value of evaluation frameworks that integrate not only quantita-
tive indicators but also qualitative and relational dimensions of cul-
tural impact.

¢ The potential of memory museums as spaces for intercultural media-
tion and the construction of citizenship—especially in territories
marked by dissonant memories or contemporary migratory dynamics.

From this perspective, the model developed in Santa Maria al Bagno
can inspire similar experiences in other contexts, both in Europe and the
Mediterranean. Its ability to activate the spirit of place and to connect local
and global scales makes it a meaningful example of cultural sustainability
from the periphery.

There remains an open opportunity to continue exploring these lines in
future comparative studies, international cooperation projects, and the
development of cultural policies that recognize the value of memory
museums as active agents in the cultural and social transformation of
territories.

Ultimately, rethinking cultural sustainability through the experience of
memory museums means embracing models that not only preserve the
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past, but activate it as a resource for dialogue, social cohesion, and the
construction of more inclusive futures.
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From DEPOPULATED SPAIN TO REVITALIZED RURAL AREAS:
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR CULTURE
IN RURAL SPrAIN

In Spain, particularly following the crisis precipitated by the COVID-19
pandemic and the significant housing pressures in major cities and their
metropolitan regions, certain rural areas are witnessing an influx of new
residents (Del Romero & Fernandez Salvador, 2024, pp. 261-286). While
this does not yet constitute a substantial migratory movement that could
be characterized as an urban exodus, there is a discernible trend toward
rural areas as providers of economically, socially, and environmentally sus-
tainable lifestyles. This introduction examines the evolution of the percep-
tion of rural culture in Spain over the past decade—from the Empty Spain
movement to a rural resurgence—reflected in contemporary cultural rep-
resentations. We aim to highlight how municipalities with fewer than
1000 inhabitants are increasingly capable of generating sustainable and
enriching cultural initiatives that benefit both the territory and its residents.

In recent years, with the emergence of policies aimed at implementing
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) outlined in the 2030 Agenda,
interest in depopulated rural territories has grown significantly across aca-
demic, political, and cultural domains. These SDGs, particularly SDG 4,
which is one the focus of this study, should be achieved through the imple-
mentation of sustainability policies, defined as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future gen-
erations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment
and Development, 1987, p. 23). In the Spanish context, scholars such as
Gémez Mendoza (2020, pp. 38-70) advocate for promoting a multifunc-
tional model within these territories that encompasses service provision,
digitalization, environmental sustainability, a diversified rural economy,
and the enhancement of landscape assets-clements notably diverse
in Spain.!

In this country, the issue of depopulation has received considerable
attention over the past decade, particularly under the concept of Espania
vaciada “empty Spain,” a term popularized by Sergio del Molino (2016)
that describes the demographic decline and socio-economic deterioration

!In this respect, the Spanish Ministry of Public Works, in the framework of the European
Landscape Convention, organized a mapping exercise that resulted in 1263 landscape units
throughout the country (Gémez Mendoza, 2020).
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affecting extensive areas in the country’s interior. Autonomous communi-
ties such as Castilla y Le6n, Castilla-La Mancha, and Aragén have been
notably impacted by the rural exodus of the twentieth century—a signifi-
cant migration from rural regions to urban centers—which has left a pro-
found territorial imprint (Collantes & Pinilla, 2011; Pinilla & Saez, 2021).
This phenomenon is not unique to Spain; comparable patterns of rural
decline and peripheral marginalization are observed in regions such as
France’s Diagonal du vide—stretching from the Ardennes through the
Massif Central to the Pyrenees—as well as in mountainous areas of south-
ern Italy including Basilicata, Molise, and Sardinia, along with certain ter-
ritories of the former German Democratic Republic (Oliveau & Doignon,
2016; Annunziata et al., 2024; Moorfeld, 2011).

Nevertheless, a growing discourse has emerged concerning the meth-
ods of representing, reinterpreting, and revitalizing rural spaces, moving
beyond nostalgic or victimizing narratives. This article posits that the case
of Fuendetodos can be analyzed within the context of Spain’s rural turn
over the past decade, which has prompted a cultural and symbolic reassess-
ment of rural environments (Miguélez Carballeira & Usoz de la Fuente,
2024). Within this framework, rural areas have evolved into sites for aes-
thetic experimentation, collective memory, and social critique. Culturally,
this renewed focus on the rural has been explored through various lenses:
contemporary literature by authors such as Sara Mesa (Un amor, 2020),
Juan Gémez Barcena (Lo demas es aive, 2022), and Luis Mario (Calabobos,
2025), as well as cinema by Carla Simén (Alecarras, 2022) and Rodrigo
Sorogoyen (As bestas, 2022). These works provide nuanced perspectives
that diverge from idyllic portrayals, highlighting tensions among authen-
ticity, sustainability, and rural gentrification.

Concurrently, some scholars have recently challenged the political and
symbolic validity of the term “emptied Spain,” citing its stigmatizing and
reductive implications. Castell6 (2023) advocates replacing this term with
the concept of the “resituated rural,” which encourages a more dynamic
and multifaceted understanding of these territories. From this viewpoint,
rural areas are not passive peripheries but active spaces of cultural redefini-
tion, where principles such as sustainability, memory, territorial justice,
and gender equity come to the fore.

In Aragén, the autonomous community encompassing Fuendetodos
depopulation exhibits a heterogeneous territorial pattern. Although
Fuendetodos is part of Zaragoza, the most densely populated province in
the region, it lies within Campo de Belchite, one of the most severely
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affected by demographic decline areas, with a population density of merely
4.4 inhabitants per square kilometer in 2024.2 The European Union clas-
sifies territories with fewer than 8.2 inhabitants per square kilometer as
being at severe risk (Gémez Mendoza, 2020, p. 43). Despite having only
145 registered residents in 2024 (INE—National Statistics Institute of
Spain, 2024), Fuendetodos attracts approximately 20,000 visitors annu-
ally (El Periodico de Aragon 2021), highlighting both the appeal of its
heritage and the potential for leveraging its cultural assets as engines for
development.

The case of Fuendetodos exemplifies a broader trend within the cul-
tural landscape of contemporary rural Spain. Several towns with popula-
tions under 1000 residents, situated in regions characterized by low
population density, are successfully implementing sustainable cultural ini-
tiatives that effectively foster social and economic cohesion in areas tradi-
tionally viewed as peripheral or vulnerable to depopulation. A notable
example is Uruena, located in the province of Valladolid, which was desig-
nated a Book Town in 2007 through the efforts of the Provincial Council
of Valladolid.? Drawing inspiration from precedents such as Hay-on-Wye
in Wales, Uruena has leveraged its modest size—203 inhabitants (INE,
2024 )—as a distinctive cultural asset. The municipality hosts twelve book-
stores and five museums, including the Music Museum and the Tales
Museum, alongside the Joaquin Diaz Foundation, which focuses on the
study and promotion of ethnographic heritage. Despite its small scale,
Uruena attracted 100,000 visitors in 2024 (Garcia Marban, 2025).

Another exemplary case is Genalguacil, located in the Genal Valley
(Milaga), a region experiencing demographic aging and depopulation.
With a population of 397 inhabitants (INE, 2024), the municipality has
pursued an ambitious cultural initiative since 1994, earning it recognition
as a village-museum.* The biennial Encuentros de Arte brings together art-
ists from diverse disciplines who reside temporarily to create site-specific
works subsequently exhibited in public spaces, resulting in a significant
heritage collection. Part of this collection is housed in the Museo de Arte

2Data collected in the Summary Document: Estrategia de Desarrollo Local Leader del
Campo de Belchite, published in 2024 by the Asociacién para el Desarrollo Rural Integral de
la Comarca Campo de Belchite (ADECOBEL): https://adecobel.org/wp-content/
uploads/2024 /01 /resumen_EDLL_9DEOCTUBRE.pdf

3The official website of this initiative is: https://www.villadellibro.info/

*Information on all the artistic programs carried out by Genalguacil can be consulted at:
https: //pueblomuseo.com/


https://adecobel.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/01/resumen_EDLL_9DEOCTUBRE.pdf
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Contemporaneo Fernando Centeno Lépez. As noted by Casado Garcia
and Garcia Diaz (2020), a cornerstone of this model has been the proac-
tive engagement of the local community through a process of collective
cultural appropriation.

When evaluating these initiatives, it is essential to consider their contri-
bution to social profitability in addition to economic benefits. Occasionally,
certain narratives attempt to economically capitalize on cultural initiatives
by assessing their success or failure solely based on profit and loss metrics.
Culture often serves as the foundation for a complex transformative pro-
cess. As Burgos (2020, p. 23) states, “Culture fertilises and vivifies territo-
ries, enabling new life plans to come to fruition.” A key factor for success
in this process, according to cultural manager Lucia Camén, promoter of
the platform Pueblos en Arte in rural Aragén, is the direct connection
between cultural projects and their target audiences. Camoén identifies sev-
eral categories of public in rural areas: permanent residents; bijos del pueblo
“children of the village,” who frequently visit and engage with local activi-
ties; holidaymakers who spend extended periods in the village; and visitors
who come on a one-time basis (Camén, 2020, pp. 144-145). Empowering
local inhabitants in cultural programming is critical for the success of these
initiatives. Leveraging the historically strong collaborative spirit within
rural communities to sustain year-round cultural activities positions vil-
lages as ideal environments for experimentation and artistic creation
(Camon, 2020, p. 156).

In the case of Fuendetodos, as detailed below, cultural programming is
intricately connected to museum and exhibition institutions that have
long-standing traditions within the municipality. Museums situated in
small towns possess transformative potential, as recent studies have dem-
onstrated. According to Lorente and Juan (2024, pp. 8-25), institutions
as the Museo de Arte Contemporineo de Genalguacil and the Museo de
Dibujo Julio Gavin-Castillo de Larrés (MUDDI) in Huesca operate based
on participatory, community-oriented, and contextual frameworks that
transcend the conventional museum concept defined by ICOM. These
examples demonstrate how contemporary art, rather than being confined
to urban centers, can serve as a catalyst for territorial revitalization and
symbolic redefinition in rural settings, aligning with the principles of the
rural turn.
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FuenDETODOS: A SMALL TOWN ENRICHED
wITH CULTURAL HERITAGE

A distinctive example within the Aragonese and Spanish contexts is the
small town of Fuendetodos, located in the province of Zaragoza. This vil-
lage is renowned as the birthplace of the painter Francisco de Goya y
Lucientes (Fuendetodos, 1746—Bordeaux, France, 1828). Unlike other
prominent figures in Spanish painting such as Velizquez, Murillo, and
Picasso, Goya originated from a modest agricultural village. Consequently,
when national recognition of the artist emerged during the latter half of
the nineteenth century, efforts were initiated to promote tourism by high-
lighting his birthplace.

Such initiatives to valorize the birthplaces of eminent artists align with
the heritage discourse of nineteenth-century nationalism, which sought to
elevate certain individuals to what Peir6é (2017) describes as altares de In
patria “altars of the homeland.” A comparable instance can be observed
in England with Stratford-upon-Avon, Shakespeare’s birthplace. In 1847,
a Shakespeare Committee acquired and restored his home to reflect a
seventeenth-century English aesthetic. Today, Stratford-upon-Avon serves
as a focal point for Shakespearean tourism, significantly shaping and defin-
ing its local identity. Comparable examples in Italy include the birthplaces
of Michelangelo in Caprese and Leonardo da Vinci in Anchiano, both
restored to commemorate the 400th anniversary of Michelangelo’s birth
in 1875 and the 500th anniversary of Leonardo’s birth in 1952, respec-
tively. These sites have undergone processes of memory construction,
transforming lived environments into Zeux de mémoire, as defined by Nora
(1984), and have been subsequently musealized.

While this chapter does not aim to provide a comprehensive history of
the musealization of Goya’s birthplace (Casa de Goya)—a topic thor-
oughly explored in prior studies (Sudrez-Zuloaga, 1996; Lozano Lépez,
2008; Castan Chocarro, 2016; Juberias Gracia & Juan Garcia, 2021;
Calvo Ruata & Ruyra de Andrade, 2022; Juberfas Gracia, 2025)—it is
important to highlight how this modest municipality emerged as a sym-
bolic stronghold of Aragonese identity. It has become a pilgrimage desti-
nation for contemporary artists and served as the origin of an informal
collective of creators that Basque painter Ignacio Zuloaga referred to as
the “Fuendetodos pictorial school” (Garcia Guatas, 1976, p. 55).

The identification of Goya’s birthplace in Fuendetodos emerged con-
currently with the inaugural major exhibition dedicated to the artist in
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Spain, organized by the Ministry of Public Instruction and Fine Arts in
Madrid in 1900. The preceding year, Goya’s remains had been repatriated
to Spain from the Chartreuse cemetery in Bordeaux, where they had
remained neglected for decades. In 1900, amid the renewed interest in
Goya sparked by the Madrid exhibition, journalist Pedro Gascén de Gotor
(1900) published an article in the Catalan illustrated magazine Album
Salon. In this article, he transcribed Goya’s baptismal certificate housed in
the parish church and recounted his 1893 visit to Fuendetodos, including
a description of the artist’s birthplace. This account was accompanied by
an illustration created by his brother, painter Anselmo Gascén de Gotor.

Ignacio Zuloaga, with a keen interest in enhancing the recognition of
Goya’s legacy, acquired his birthplace in 1915, facilitated by the involve-
ment of both local and international agents. Then he championed the
establishment of one of Spain’s earliest museums dedicated to photo-
graphic reproductions within the Casa de Goya, showcasing photographs
of the artist’s paintings displayed throughout the various rooms of the
house (Juberfas Gracia, 2025, pp. 244-245). This initiative was ideologi-
cally consistent with the objectives of the Institucién Libre de Ensenanza,
an organization instrumental in advancing pedagogical modernization in
Spain during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Furthermore, Zuloaga personally oversaw the construction of modern
schools for the children of Fuendetodos; these facilities currently function
as the Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall (Fig. 10.1).

At the beginning of the twentieth century, the identity of this small
town in Zaragoza and therefore its future were linked to the figure of
Goya. Fuendetodos became a key point for cultural tourism in Aragon, at
a time when this form of tourism was just beginning to take off. In this
context, Fuendetodos was visited by the Sindicato de Iniciativa y
Propaganda de Aragén (SIPA), an organization established to promote
tourism in the region. Since 1925, SIPA organized visits to Fuendetodos
and promoted its tourist attractions through its publication, Aragén mag-
azine (Juberias Gracia, 2025, pp. 245-247). Despite increasing tourism
development in the town, early cultural tourism interest prompted certain
enhancements. Consequently, in anticipation of the centenary celebration
in 1928, Aragon magazine reported on a visit by the provincial architect
and outlined planned renovations for the village:

Construction of a girls’ school, Town Hall, and guest house is planned. It is
necessary to expropriate certain land parcels and old houses to maximize the
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Fig. 10.1 Goya’s house and structure of the Museum of Contemporary
Engraving, Fuendetodos. (Photographs by Guillermo Juberias)

visibility of the birthplace of the Immortal Deaf Man [Goya]. On the result-
ing site plan, a square will be designed with the intention of placing the
statue of Goya—originally created by Llaneces and formerly housed in the
Prado Museum—at its center, contingent upon securing its transfer to
Fuendetodos. Additionally, the Goya Street will be rerouted to provide
direct access from the main road, along with its paving improvements.

Although the relocation of José Llaneces’s statue to Fuendetodos was
not realized, a square was established in front of the Casa de Goya. This
has led to the creation of a public space that has hosted numerous town
festivities and served as a focal point for artistic and cultural activities. A
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recent example includes the 2018 photography exhibition Disparate by
Ouka Leele, recipient of the 2005 National Photography Prize. The pho-
tographs were taken in this square, featuring residents of Fuendetodos
reenacting scenes from Goya’s era.

Today, four institutions commemorate the legacy of Goya in
Fuendetodos: the Casa de Goya, the Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall, the
Museo del Grabado (Museum of Engraving), and the Goya Street Art
Museum (GSAM). The house where Goya was born suffered looting and
destruction during the Spanish Civil War and was subsequently restored in
1946. It was designated as a Historic-Artistic Monument in 1982 and
reopened to the public in 1985 (Fig. 10.1). Currently, the house contains
limited museographic elements beyond some information about Goya’s
connections to Fuendetodos; however, recent initiatives, such as Yolanda
Picazo’s work in 2023, highlight both the potential and opportunity for
enhancing its museography.

The Museo del Grabado is situated in close proximity to Goya’s birth-
place. It occupies a historic residence that was restored in the 1980s with
financial support from the Diputacién Provincial de Zaragoza and the
Fuendetodos Town Council. The museum officially opened its doors in
1989. In the early 2000s, plans were developed for a Museum of
Contemporary Engraving, designed by the architectural firm Matos-
Castillo, and construction commenced accordingly. The Fuendetodos
Town Council owns a collection of 4100 works, representing a significant
compilation of graphic art for a town of its size. The museum aimed to
establish itself as an international reference center for graphic art and to
serve as a hub for research and interpretation in engraving. This institution
sought to transform Fuendetodos “into a cultural focal point for new ini-
tiatives that would complement its dedicated focus on Goya’s legacy and
the art of printmaking” (Marcén Guillén, 2010, p. 258). Nevertheless, the
financial crisis of 2008 halted further development, leaving the partially
constructed structure unfinished; it remains either awaiting completion or
demolition and has faced criticism due to its high costs (Sierra, 2017).
Paradoxically, this example of unsustainable economic management is set
in the midst of a natural landscape in which wind and solar power genera-
tors have been installed, renewable energy sources that have transformed
the landscape of Fuendetodos (Fig. 10.1).

The Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall was inaugurated in 1996 within
the premises of the former Fuendetodos schools, an institution originally
established upon Zuloaga’s own initiative. From 1968 to 1981, this site
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housed the Museo Goya de Fuendetodos, a contemporary art center
founded by Federico Torralba, art history professor at Universidad de
Zaragoza. This museum featured a collection of donations from artists
who created works as tributes to Goya (Lorente Lorente & Picazo Verdejo,
2002, p. 373). However, the quality of these works varied significantly,
and the absence of consistent acceptance criteria led to a heterogeneous
collection that ultimately hindered the museum’s effective operation.
Consequently, the museum closed in 1981, coinciding with the closure of
Goya’s birthplace following approval by the General Directorate of Fine
Arts of the Spanish Ministry of Culture for its restoration project. After
being released from housing the collection of the defunct Museo Goya,
and subsequently stored by the Fuendetodos Town Hall, the former
school building has since become a prominent exhibition hall within
Zaragoza Province, specializing in graphic art exhibitions (Fig. 10.1).
Since its reopening, it has hosted continuous exhibitions through collabo-
rations with prestigious institutions including the Museo Nacional Centro
de Arte Contemporianeo Reina Soffa, Calcografia Nacional, Fundacién
Mapfre, and Musée du Louvre.

In addition, the Goya Street Art Museum (GSAM) was established
through the collaboration between the Fundaciéon Goya Fuendetodos and
the Zaragoza Chamber of Commerce. This open-air street art museum
originated from invitations extended to artists during the annual Fiesta
Goyesca de Fuendetodos, held every September (Juberias Gracia & Juan
Garcia, 2021: 94-97). The inaugural edition occurred in 2017, and since
then, numerous artists—including internationally recognized figures such
as Xabier Anunzibai (2017) and Boa Mistura (2022)—have contributed
murals throughout the streets of Fuendetodos (Fig. 10.2). Several works
have significantly influenced the town’s visual identity, exemplified by
Arantxa Recio’s (Harsa) mural located at the San Roque arch near Goya’s
house-museum.

CULTURAL PROGRAMMING IN FUENDETODOS

The cultural programming in Fuendetodos is examined herein with a
focus on its sustainability. The town’s cultural management has been
largely structured around the Consorcio Cultural Goya-Fuendetodos, an
organization established in 1992 with the support of the Diputacién
Provincial de Zaragoza. This consortium was created to enhance the
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Fig. 10.2 Agua, mano, vacio, Xabier Anunzibai, 2017 (above) and Nevero del
Calvario (below), Fuendetodos. (Photographs by Guillermo Juberias)

operation of the municipality’s cultural venues.® As highlighted by Picazo
Sanchez (2023), the consortium has facilitated the strengthening of mate-
rial resources within these spaces and reinforced Goya’s role as a central
element in local cultural and economic development. Its founding objec-
tives included: (1) establishing Fuendetodos as a hub of cultural activity;
(2) delivering a substantial and high-quality range of artistic services and
events; (3) ensuring comprehensive management of the Casa de Goya and

5Tts statutes are public and can be consulted on the web page of the Diputacion Provincial
de Zaragoza: https://www.dpz.es/diputacion/transparencia/informacion-sobre-la-diputa-
cion-provincial /informacion-sobre-normas-e-instituciones-provinciales /ordenanzas-y-
reglamentos-propios-1/estatutos-del-consorcio-goya-fuendetodos


https://www.dpz.es/diputacion/transparencia/informacion-sobre-la-diputacion-provincial/informacion-sobre-normas-e-instituciones-provinciales/ordenanzas-y-reglamentos-propios-1/estatutos-del-consorcio-goya-fuendetodos
https://www.dpz.es/diputacion/transparencia/informacion-sobre-la-diputacion-provincial/informacion-sobre-normas-e-instituciones-provinciales/ordenanzas-y-reglamentos-propios-1/estatutos-del-consorcio-goya-fuendetodos
https://www.dpz.es/diputacion/transparencia/informacion-sobre-la-diputacion-provincial/informacion-sobre-normas-e-instituciones-provinciales/ordenanzas-y-reglamentos-propios-1/estatutos-del-consorcio-goya-fuendetodos
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the Museo del Grabado; and (4) supporting tourism initiatives alongside
emerging cultural industries.

In 1998 the Consortium was expanded to incorporate other munici-
palities of Zaragoza’s province such as Muel, Calatayud, Remolinos, and
Carifiena. Subsequently, in 2008, the Fundacién Goya Fuendetodos was
established as a public entity with the purpose of enhancing cultural pro-
motion associated with the painter’s legacy and advancing the develop-
ment of the proposed Museum of Contemporary Engraving (Blanco
Dominguez, 2010, p. 236). By 2010, cultural activity within the munici-
pality had become robust, positioning Fuendetodos as a prominent refer-
ence point in redefining Goya’s heritage. As museologist Elena Marcén
Guillén (2010, p. 260) noted: “the artist’s hometown has successfully lev-
eraged its opportunities to create an increasingly ambitious cultural offer-
ing that supports Fuendetodos’ establishment as a key center for
disseminating Goya’s legacy,” despite the fact that the Museum of
Contemporary Engravings—whose collection had already been initi-
ated—was never completed.

Fuendetodos currently offers dynamic and continuous cultural pro-
grams throughout the year.® This includes guided tours and temporary
exhibitions held in the Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall, complemented
by annual events such as the Romeria Goyesca (Goyaesque pilgrimage) in
April and the Fiesta Goyesca (Goyaesque festival ) in September. Additionally,
the Town Council provides three distinct interpretive routes: a monumen-
tal route featuring the parish church—recognized as the site of the paint-
er’s baptism—along with historic ice deposits (neveros) and other
ethnological landmarks; a second route focused on the heritage of the ice
industry, highlighting neveros that historically supplied the city of Zaragoza
and are regarded by Dominguez and Ona (1997, p. 73) as indicators of
colder, wetter climatic periods (Fig. 10.2); and a third itinerary compris-
ing 23 murals that form the GSAM. Notably, GSAM’s free access, integra-
tion with the landscape, and ability to create thematic routes align it with
sustainable art initiatives found in locations like Genalguacil (Juberfas
Gracia & Juan Garcia, 2021, p. 98).

The enhancement of Fuendetodos’ heritage also pays attention to its
natural attractions. The village is situated in an arid landscape that com-
bines steppe and cultivated areas, at a considerable altitude, which ensured

SFor further information, please consult the Fuendetodos Town Hall website: https://
ayuntamientofuendetodos.es /visitas-guiadas/


https://ayuntamientofuendetodos.es/visitas-guiadas/
https://ayuntamientofuendetodos.es/visitas-guiadas/
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cold winters that made it possible to obtain ice, an important industry for
the municipality. In this respect, the Fuendeverde center exists with the
aim of enhancing the natural heritage of Fuendetodos, paying attention to
environmental awareness and education.” Situated on the site of a former
farm within the ruins of an old castle, the facility has been renovated with
a strong emphasis on efficiency and sustainability, utilizing local materials,
rainwater harvesting systems, biomass heating, and bioclimatic design
principles. Its educational approach prioritizes hands-on participation and
experiential learning, covering topics such as recycling, renewable energy
sources, and responsible consumption. Beyond its permanent exhibition,
the center offers environmental trails and workshops focused on botany,
geology, and traditional land uses. As part of contemporary local ecologi-
cal transition strategies, the center aligns with critical perspectives in envi-
ronmental education. Morcover, in 2022, the Boa Mistura collective
contributed to Fuendeverde’s development through their intervention
within the GSAM project, positioning it as a pivotal point in the local
street art circuit. This integration of art, sustainability, and community
engagement exemplifies the dynamics of the “rural turn” in contemporary
culture (Castell6, 2023), wherein rural settings are increasingly recog-
nized as venues for artistic innovation, alternative educational models, and
applied ecological practices.

On the other hand, among the temporary cultural events organized in
Fuendetodos, it is worth mentioning the Fiesta Goyesca, which represents
a participatory event that integrates historical reenactment, the activation
of intangible heritage, and community engagement. The portrayal of
Goya’s birth and baptism, the living pictures, and the revival of traditional
Aragonese games form the foundation of a celebration that, similar to
other rural contexts, strengthens processes of identity construction
(Fig. 10.3). The active participation of both the local community and
individuals with emotional ties to the municipality is essential for the proj-
ect’s continuity and legitimacy (Camén, 2020, p. 143). Moreover, while
these recreational activities may evoke nostalgia, they also play a significant
role in fostering heritage awareness. Community appropriation of heritage
largely depends on its social relevance, which can be stimulated through
interpretative strategies such as these historical reenactments (Guzmdn
et al.,, 2010, pp. 18-20). In addition to these festivities, there is the
Romeria Espivitual, a commemorative walk inspired by an initiative led by

7For further information: https://fuendeverde.es/


https://fuendeverde.es/
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Fig. 10.3  Tableaux vivantsrepresenting Aquelarre. (Source: Asociaciéon Cultural
Goyescos de Fuendetodos)

Ignacio Zuloaga in 1913. That year, accompanied by journalists and intel-
lectuals, the painter journeyed from Zaragoza to Fuendetodos on foot and
by cart to protest against rural neglect and to honor Goya’s legacy. This
march, now referred to as the “spiritual pilgrimage,” is annually retraced
along a seven-kilometer route. The organizers of the pilgrimage them-
selves point out how they intend to make a “vindication of the emptied
Spain, that which Ignacio Zuloaga valued so much in his works, in which
it is also reflected that the essence of the homeland is personified by those
who keep its peoples and traditions alive” (Heraldo de Aragin &
Ayuntamiento de Fuendetodos, 2025).8

The Asociaciéon Cultural Goyescos de Fuendetodos plays a pivotal role
in both the Fiesta Goyesca and the Romeria Espivitual. Established in 2017
by local residents engaged in historical reenactments, this association has
become a significant driver of sustainable cultural revitalization. Its inau-
gural initiative was a workshop dedicated to creating Goyaesque costumes,
led by fourteen women who produced approximately thirty traditional
garments representing scenes such as La Gallinita Ciega, El Pelele, and El

8 The Fundacién Zuloaga, a cultural entity whose objectives include the promotion of rural
life, has been closely involved in the organization of the Spiritual Pilgrimage: https://funda-
cionzuloaga.com/lo-local-y-lo-artesanal /
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Agquelarre (Fig. 10.3).° Since then, the association has launched various
projects including the formation of performance troupes and festive char-
acters, ongoing workshops focused on clothing and astronomy, nature
trails, and an ambitious holm oak reforestation program initiated during
the pandemic. These activities collectively promote cultural sustainability,
landscape conservation, intergenerational knowledge transfer, and envi-
ronmental education. Moreover, these celebrations are part of a long tra-
dition of cultural entertainment, which has its roots in the nineteenth
century when Goyaesque tableaux vivants, costume parties, and bullfights
(corridas goyescas) became fashionable (Juberfas Gracia, 2022,
pp- 365-382).

Additionally, notable is the development of a digital application that
integrates both cultural and environmental routes through geolocation,
augmented reality (AR), and gamification features. Recent research indi-
cates that this tool enhances visitor engagement by providing clear, inter-
active information and fostering informal learning; however, it faces
limitations due to its exclusive onsite use and relatively low user participa-
tion (Bernad Conde, 2020, pp. 81-93).

EpucartioNaL Uses or FUENDETODOS HERITAGE
FOR SUSTAINABILITY AND SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT

The cultural activities conducted in Fuendetodos hold significant educa-
tional value, not only for local institutions but also for primary and sec-
ondary schools across the province of Zaragoza. Accordingly, the following
proposals outline sustainable approaches to interpreting Fuendetodos’
cultural and natural heritage, with the objective of guiding future initia-
tives in this domain. Heritage serves as a valuable didactic resource, offer-
ing substantial opportunities for emotional, cultural, and civic learning
(Fontal, 2003; Castro Calvino & Lépez, 2019). In this context, both the
tangible and intangible heritage of Fuendetodos present extensive peda-
gogical potential applicable across various educational levels—from early
childhood education through Baccalaureate—as well as within non-formal
education settings.

In the early childhood stage, Fuendetodos, along with its heritage and
cultural institutions, constitutes a privileged environment rich in opportu-
nities. In the Spanish curriculum, the Discovery and Environmental

?For further information: https://goyescosfuendetodos.wordpress.com/
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Exploration area capitalizes on pupils’ innate curiosity to understand and
investigate their surroundings. This domain fosters learning through
observation, hands-on interaction, and play, promoting a respectful and
conscious relationship with the environment by establishing connections
with heritage and nature, thereby contributing to the development of sus-
tainable habits, ecological awareness, and the integration of emotions with
knowledge and values from the earliest educational phases (Real Decreto,
95,/2022c). Secondly, the Communication and Representation of Reality
area focuses on language development and various forms of interaction,
emphasizing artistic education as a vital mode of expression. This area
encourages experimentation with diverse artistic techniques and apprecia-
tion of cultural and musical expressions, supporting comprehensive pupil
development.

In this context, tailored activities can be developed to leverage the
potential of Fuendetodos. For instance, at the Museo del Grabado, a sen-
sory printmaking workshop could be proposed, enabling children to
explore stamps, textures, and natural inks. The objective is not to instruct
on printmaking techniques, which may be too advanced for children aged
3 to 6, but rather to stimulate their curiosity about mark-making and
material experimentation while observing the effects on paper. This activ-
ity aligns with the domain of Communication and Representation of
Reality, fostering artistic expression and enhancing visual-motor coordi-
nation. Additionally, the street art featured throughout Fuendetodos
offers an opportunity for a “looking game,” involving guided routes with
stops to examine visual elements such as colors, shapes, animals, or char-
acters depicted in murals. Subsequently, students can collaboratively recre-
ate a mural within the classroom or a secure outdoor area in town using
crayons or tempera paints. This process encourages them to express what
captured their attention while developing observation skills, visual mem-
ory, and creative expression.

At the Casa de Goya, an illustrated storytelling activity could be designed
to engage pupils with Goya’s figure through a tailored narration presented
as an illustrated tale, complemented by coloring scenes from the story.
Recent research indicates that developing an initial understanding of time
through graphic representation during early childhood positively supports
the comprehension of historical time in later stages (Sabido Codina
etal., 2023).

Furthermore, regarding intangible heritage, pupils can explore local
legends or songs via storytelling sessions or dramatized visits. These
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activities may be enhanced by incorporating gestures or simple instru-
ments. Subsequently, dramatizing the content using puppets promotes
communication skills, oral language development, auditory memory, and
creativity, thereby creating a connection between cultural expressions
within the environment and emotional experiences (Martinez-
Rodriguez, 2021).

In primary education, instruction is organized by distinct subjects
rather than broad areas. Nonetheless, current legislation encourages inter-
disciplinary projects that facilitate the simultaneous development of spe-
cific competences across multiple subjects (Martinez Rodriguez & Fontal
Merillas, 2020). This analysis will concentrate on the subjects most closely
associated with its heritage while recognizing its applicability to other dis-
ciplines through creative and engaging activities. As noted by Cuenca
Lépez et al. (2021), although heritage education is more commonly
emphasized in later educational stages, effective practices also exist at the
primary level that focus on exploring local heritage, identity, and the envi-
ronment, thereby fostering responsible citizenship from an early age.

The subjects with the greatest potential for integration in Fuendetodos
include Knowledge of the Natural, Social and Cultural Environment
(sometimes divided into Social Sciences and Natural Sciences) and Artistic
Education (occasionally separated into Plastic and Visual Education and
Music and Dance). The Knowledge of the Environment curriculum aims to
develop a critical and sustainable understanding of natural, social, and
technological contexts. Students engage in identifying environmental ele-
ments, appreciating heritage value, and analyzing human interventions
along with their impacts. The study of historical transformations and the
role of institutions within society is integral to this discipline. Arts
Education fosters sensitivity, creativity, and expression through research
and practice in visual arts, music, and dance. It also encourages an appre-
ciation of art and cultural heritage as reflections of societal values.

Among the various activities available, a guided visit to the Casa de
Goya ofters valuable insight into his life and historical milieu. Following
this, students can develop a chronological timeline and analyze how his-
torical events influenced his work. At the Museo del Grabado, after examin-
ing Goya’s techniques, students have the opportunity to engage in
engraving workshops that encourage them to produce artworks address-
ing contemporary social issues. This approach aligns with innovative strat-
egies for critically reinterpreting artworks, effectively enhancing creativity,
empathy, and historical understanding (Bermejo-Malumbres et al., 2024).
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The Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall provides a platform to explore
diverse artistic styles and contexts, promoting critical observation and
thoughtful expression. Additionally, the urban art scene in Fuendetodos
serves as an ideal medium for exploring contemporary art as a form of
social commentary or personal expression. Students may collaborate to
create a mural at their school conveying their own message. In the
Fuendeverde Space, routes can be organized to discover neveros, the natu-
ral landscape or fortifications, reflecting on their historical function, their
integration into their surroundings and their human impact, thus promot-
ing environmental and heritage awareness. Intangible heritage can be
addressed through interviews, dramatizations or recordings of older peo-
ple, exploring traditional sayings, customs, or celebrations. Pupils could
illustrate a “book of folk wisdom” or act out one of these traditions in
a group.

For Secondary Education (ESO), in accordance with Real Dereto 217/
2022a, it is appropriate to maintain the division by cycles. The subject of
Geography and History aims to foster students’ critical understanding of
historical time, geographical space, and contemporary society, promoting
active and engaged citizenship. This educational approach is based on a
competency and context-oriented framework that integrates source analy-
sis, collective memory, and cultural heritage. Numerous studies support
the educational value of heritage as a resource for developing historical
thinking and critical awareness. Felices de la Fuente et al. (2020) empha-
size that local heritage facilitates meaningful learning experiences, while
Gomez Carrasco et al. (2020) highlight the effectiveness of using heritage
centers in History teaching to activate active methodologies. Pinto and
Ibaniez-Etxeberria (2018) advocate for its potential to foster historical
empathy and build inclusive identities. Serrano Andrés and Sebastidn
Lopez (2024 ) propose that the Geography and History subject can serve as
an instrument to combat depopulation and encourage youth attachment
through projects linked to the local environment; they also underscore the
necessity of reinterpreting rural areas as spaces with future potential, align-
ing with the rural turn discussed in this article.

During the first cycle (the first two years of secondary education), gen-
eral methodologies for acquiring historical and geographical knowledge
are introduced. The most suitable content areas for exploring the heritage
of Fuendetodos include, firstly, Block A: Challenges of the Contemporary
World, which addresses fundamental concepts related to geographical,
social, and cultural diversity, source interpretation, heritage education, as
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well as geographical space and its representation. Secondly, Block B:
Societies and Territories fosters interest in understanding pre-industrial
societies, art as a historical source, and the collective memory and legacy
of communities.

Fuendetodos provides diverse educational opportunities: the Casa de
Goya offers insights into daily life in the eighteenth century and presents
the artist as a significant historical figure; the Museum of Engraving facili-
tates critical image analysis as a means of historical interpretation, poten-
tially culminating in period-based narratives. Additionally, the neveros and
castle serve as sites for reflection on resource exploitation and territorial
organization. Within the Fuendeverde Space, students can engage with
field notebooks and conduct analyses concerning landscape changes and
society-nature relationships in alignment with SDGs. These activities pro-
mote competences such as source interpretation, contextual understand-
ing of present circumstances through historical perspectives, and critical
evaluation of heritage.

For the last two years of ESO, the curriculum advances in complexity,
enabling a deeper level of critical analysis. Block A focuses on cultural heri-
tage and its preservation, collective identity, and active citizenship. Block B
covers topics such as the Enlightenment, the French Revolution, the War
of Independence, and art from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries.
This cycle maximizes resources like the Casa de Goya by connecting it to
the context of the Enlightenment, early liberal movements, and the War of
Independence. At the Museo del Grabado, students have the opportunity
to analyze a work by Goya and contemplate its social or political message.
Subsequently, they draw parallels between this content and contemporary
issues by composing editorial-style texts or creating original graphic works
that convey a critical perspective. This activity is designed to foster histori-
cal thinking, artistic education, and social awareness. Additionally, spaces
such as the Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall or urban art installations
encourage reflection on social representations, art as a form of protest, and
memory’s role in shaping contemporary history.

At the Baccalaureate level, the structure and curricular framework
established by Real Decreto 243,/2022b emphasize the importance of
connecting academic content with contemporary social challenges, foster-
ing critical analysis of historical events, and promoting an active, reflective,
and culturally engaged citizenship. Subjects within the Humanities and
Social Sciences pathway—such as History of the Contemporary World,
History of Spain, Art History, and Geggraphy—are particularly well-suited



190  G.JUBERIAS GRACIA ET AL.

to developing competences related to the heritage of Fuendetodos. These
competences include critically analyzing the past to better understand the
present, interpreting historical and artistic sources, recognizing art as both
an ideological and social document, applying geographic methodologies
to examine territorial, demographic, and environmental dynamics, and
appreciating heritage as a cultural construct that shapes collective identity
(Alvarez-Dominguez et al., 2017).

In the History of the Contemporary World course, the study of Goya’s
life and work provides an opportunity to explore key developments of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, including the crisis of the Ancien
Régime, the French Revolution, the War of Independence, and
Enlightenment thought. Through visits to Goya’s House and the Museum
of Engraving, students can develop a mind map that links his engravings
and personal experiences with these significant historical events. A con-
cluding debate is proposed to consider whether Goya would be regarded
as an activist in today’s context. Within Spanish History, Goya’s legacy
serves as a reference point for understanding the formation of the liberal
state, socio-political changes during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, as well as issues related to historical and democratic memory. In
Art History, resources such as the Museo del Grabado, Ignacio Zuloaga
Exhibition Hall, and street art provide valuable material for analyzing
diverse artistic languages as forms of symbolic, ideological, and political
expression. Students are encouraged to examine stylistic evolution, tech-
niques, and thematic content while appreciating art’s role as both social
critique and historical documentation. In Geography, locations like
Fuendeverde Space, local neveros, and rural environments facilitate inter-
pretation of territory as a product of historical and social processes. These
settings also prompt reflection on sustainability and landscape transforma-
tion. An illustrative activity could involve creating a thematic map that
correlates physical geography with human factors in relation to contempo-
rary challenges such as depopulation, climate change, or land use
management.

Finally, the possibilities of non-formal and informal education are even
more than in the regulated stages, as they are not subordinated to an offi-
cial curriculum. Given the diversity of possible audiences, different activi-
ties adapted to different groups are proposed. For older people, a workshop
is proposed at the Museo del Grabado which, after a visit centered on
Goya’s most expressive works, invites them to share memories linked to
emotions and to create an engraving that represents them, promoting
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memory, artistic expression, and biographical recognition. For families
with children, a gymkhana through the town is proposed with tests
adapted to all ages, ending with a collective workshop in the Espacio
Fuendeverde. This gamified activity encourages intergenerational learning
and makes the visit more dynamic. Finally, for groups interested in Goya,
we suggest a bilingual guided tour focusing on his local context, comple-
mented with an introduction to engraving and a debate on the validity of
his critical thinking. This proposal adapts to different cultural levels and
allows working on concepts such as change and historical continuity
(Piazuelo Rodriguez & Rubio Navarro, 2024; Paricio, 2018).

CONCLUSIONS

Despite the fact that the population density in the Campo de Belchite
remains critical and that the current population of Fuendetodos represents
only 22% of what it was in 1930 (663 inhabitants, INE, 1930), recent
years have seen a certain demographic stabilization that allows for more
sustainable prospects. Although the municipality no longer has its own
school, the social fabric remains active thanks to an intense and diverse
cultural program, in which community involvement is fundamental, as
highlighted throughout this article. Organizations such as the Asociacién
Cultural Goyescos de Fuendetodos exemplify a model of community par-
ticipation that includes both residents and descendants of the town,
strengthening identity ties and collective commitment to the preservation
and reinterpretation of local heritage.

From this perspective, Fuendetodos serves as a paradigmatic example of
the rural turn analyzed in the introduction: a symbolic, cultural, and polit-
ical shift that reinterprets rural areas as active spaces for cultural and social
production. The local community has been able to generate its own dis-
course on rurality, activating processes of heritage reappropriation that
enrich the town’s cultural life and contribute to its resilience.

Regarding its cultural facilities—particularly the Casa de Goya, the
Museum of Engraving, and the Ignacio Zuloaga Exhibition Hall—
although the latter carries out an outstanding exhibition activity—greater
institutional involvement (at municipal, provincial, and regional levels) is
essential to ensure a more dynamic and sustainable management. The
development of contemporary communication strategies capable of
attracting new audiences and enhancing the external visibility of
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Fuendetodos’ cultural project is key to consolidating its economic, social,
and symbolic sustainability.

Furthermore, Fuendetodos’ heritage and educational potential extends
beyond its evident tourism, curricular, or cultural possibilities. Heritage
can become a strategic resource against the effects of depopulation, which
not only entails population loss but also environmental degradation and
disruption of local cultures. From this perspective, critical heritage educa-
tion—in formal, non-formal, and informal contexts—emerges as a crucial
tool to promote community cohesion, intergenerational transmission, and
strengthen rural social fabric. This aligns with SDG 4 (Quality Education)
and SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) (Serrano Andrés &
Sebastidan Loépez, 2024). Educational proposals that incorporate the analy-
sis of the landscape, traditional architecture, historical water management
systems, and the evolution of rural ecosystems also align with SDG 13
(Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land). Additionally, addressing
artistic expressions such as Goya’s engravings or contemporary urban art
facilitates engagement with content related to SDG 16 (Peace, Justice,
and Strong Institutions) by promoting critical thinking, intercultural dia-
logue, and awareness of the symbolic dimensions of social justice (Piazuelo
Rodriguez & Rubio Navarro, 2024). Ultimately, Fuendetodos should be
understood not only as a tourist or educational site but as a living rural
territory that is redefined and oriented toward the future.
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CHAPTER 11

Art Suspended over the Human
Condition and Water

Francisco Javier Galan Pérez

CLIMATE THROUGH THE EYES OF CULTURE AND SCIENCE

Awareness of climate change has evolved over centuries influenced by vari-
ous factors, including scientific discoveries, technological advancements,
and sociopolitical developments. We truly mean centuries given that clas-
sical civilizations, such as the Greeks and Romans, documented changes in
weather patterns and climate variability (Harper, 2017), laying the ground-
work for the earliest observations of natural phenomena. These observa-
tions were often intertwined with cultural beliefs and mythologies, shaping
the traditional knowledge systems of Indigenous cultures based on their
understanding of natural cycles and environmental change.

Thus, it is known that the first written lawsuit found in Aragon is the
so-called Botorrita Bronze, also known as “Bronze I1” of the four found
so far. Bronze II, also known as Tabula Contrebiensis, holds historical
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significance as an archaeological artifact discovered, as we say, in late 1979
(Fatis Cabeza, 1981). This small 41 x 20 cm inscription is dated May 15,
87 BC, written in Latin, and contains a legal document. In its twenty lines,
it recounts a dispute between the inhabitants of Salduie (present-day
Zaragoza, Spain) and Alaun (present-day Alagén, province of Zaragoza)
regarding a water channeling project initiated by the former. The people
of Alaun felt aggrieved by this effort, which led to a legal dispute between
the two communities.

To resolve the dispute, both parties agreed to submit the matter to
neutral arbitrators, namely, the magistrates of Contrebia Belaisca (near the
present-day town of Botorrita, Zaragoza province). Ultimately, these arbi-
trators ruled in favor of the people of Alaun, a decision made with the
prior knowledge and approval of the Roman proconsul, Gaius Valerius
Flaccus. This legal document is particularly noteworthy as it marks the first
documented complaint in the Iberian Peninsula, offering valuable infor-
mation on the legal and administrative processes of the Roman era and
shedding light on the sociopolitical dynamics of the region’s ancient com-
munities. We can therefore affirm that in the territories of present-day
Aragon, water has been a particular issue, as we know from the Botorrita
Bronze, that has been a source of conflict and dispute, and therefore of
progress and understanding.

Already during the Scientific Revolution of the seventeenth century,
significant advances in climate science occurred, with studies in meteorol-
ogy and climatology leading to a more systematic understanding of the
Earth’s atmosphere and climate dynamics. Pioneers such as Tycho Brahe,
Johannes Kepler, and Galileo Galilei had contributed to the growing body
of knowledge about the Earth’s climate system (Gribbin, 2002), and their
work would lay the groundwork for scientists to explore the intricate
mechanisms governing climate processes. And already during the Industrial
Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, rapid industrializa-
tion, urbanization, and increased consumption of fossil fuels occurred,
laying the groundwork for modern concerns about climate change.
Scientists such as John Tyndall and Svante Arrhenius began to recognize
the potential impact of human activities on the climate during this period
(Fleming, 1998). Arrhenius’s groundbreaking work on the greenhouse
effect in 1896 provided a theoretical basis for understanding how certain
gases, such as carbon dioxide (CO,), could influence the Earth’s tempera-
ture (Quintero Plaza, 2023).
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Throughout the twentieth century, advances in climate science contin-
ued, accompanied by a growing concern about environmental degrada-
tion and its potential consequences. The second half of the twentieth
century witnessed heightened international awareness of environmental
issues, leading to debates about environmental conservation and sustain-
ability. The formation of organizations such as the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP) and the convening of the first United
Nations Conference on the Human Environment in 1972 reflected a
growing recognition of the need for global cooperation to address envi-
ronmental challenges, including climate change (Singh, 2022).

At the end of the twentieth century, scientific evidence pointing to
human-induced climate change became increasingly undeniable. Rising
global temperatures, melting ice caps, and changing weather patterns
underscored the urgency of addressing climate change on a global scale.
The establishment of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) in 1988 provided a platform for synthesizing climate science
research and assessing the impacts of climate change. International agree-
ments such as the 1992 United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the 1997 Kyoto Protocol marked
important milestones in global efforts to address climate change, high-
lighting the growing recognition of climate change as a pressing global
challenge (Breidenich et al., 1998).

Exro 2008 1IN ZARAGOZA

The 2008 Zaragoza International Exposition, held in the Aragonese city
of Zaragoza (Spain), was a major global event that brought together poli-
cymakers, experts, and other stakeholders to address pressing environ-
mental challenges (Corellano & Fraga, 2006; Corellano & Porta, 2019).
The exposition’s theme, “Water and Sustainable Development,” reflected
the growing recognition of water as a critical resource and the need for
sustainable management practices to ensure its availability for future gen-
erations (Corellano & Fraga, 2006). The exposition aimed to foster dia-
logue and collaboration on issues related to water security, environmental
sustainability, and socioeconomic development. The choice of water as a
central theme was strategic, given its fundamental role in sustaining life,
supporting ecosystems, and driving economic activities. Water scarcity,
pollution, and unequal distribution have become major concerns world-
wide, exacerbating challenges related to poverty, food security, and public
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health. By focusing on water and sustainable development, the exhibition
sought to raise awareness of the importance of water conservation, effi-
ciency, and equitable access as key components of sustainable develop-
ment strategies (Lecardane, 2013).

The exhibition provided a platform to showcase innovative technolo-
gies, best practices, and policy solutions aimed at addressing water-related
challenges. Through exhibits, conferences, statements, and publications,
participants had the opportunity to explore a wide range of topics, includ-
ing water management, sanitation, ecosystem conservation, and/or cli-
mate resilience. Expo 2008 also featured contributions from international
organizations, governments, NGOs, and private sector entities, highlight-
ing the collaborative nature of efforts to promote water security and sus-
tainable development.

In addition to showcasing solutions, the Expo facilitated discussions on
policy frameworks, governance structures, or financing mechanisms to
support water-related initiatives. It served as a forum for exchanging
knowledge, sharing experiences, forging partnerships among diverse
stakeholders. By bringing together experts and practitioners from around
the world, the Expo aimed to catalyze action and inspire collective efforts
to address water challenges within the broader context of sustainable
development. Thus, the 2008 Zaragoza International Exposition played a
crucial role in raising awareness of the importance of water and sustainable
development on a global scale. By highlighting the interconnections
between water, the environment and world’s socioeconomic develop-
ment, the EXPO underscored the need for integrated approaches to
addressing water challenges as well as promoting sustainable development
goals (Ferren, 2008).

And within the event grounds, and beyond the more than 100 coun-
tries that attended, there were large-scale exhibitions comprised of the
collaborative work carried out by Sociedad Expoagua S.A. (The public
entity comprised of the Government of Spain, the Government of Aragon
and the Zaragoza City Council), supranational entities, universities and
design and exhibition design companies. Visitors could visit the so-called
themed plazas that housed the exhibitions “OIKOS, Water and Energy,”
“Extreme Water,” “Thirst,” “Water Cities,” and “Shared Water.” Newly
constructed buildings would house, for example, the “Water, a Unique
Resource” exhibition in the Bridge Pavilion (designed by architect Zaha
Hadid) and the “Water for Life” exhibition in the Water Tower. It is this
last building and the exhibition it housed that we will focus our attention on.
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THE WATER TOWER AND THE “WATER
FOR LIFE” EXHIBITION

This building is located in the central part of the Ranillas meander in
Zaragoza, and during the event, it served as the northern entrance to the
Expo site from the Metropolitan Park (also built for the Expo). It is the
most visible structure at the International Exposition and is a highly rec-
ognizable element, both for its volume and its distinctive teardrop shape,
supported by a large plinth. The interior layout of the building is predomi-
nantly hollow, with the inner part of the facade used to allow visitors to
access the exhibition content via ramps arranged in a spiral along its length.

The Water Tower’s exhibition content was “Water for Life,” an open
exhibition without a linear narrative. Instead, visitors could construct their
own narrative as they explored the different exhibition areas. These areas
offered an experience through the five senses, emphasizing design and
new audiovisual technologies, while also housing the scientific content of
the exhibition (Del Tura Bovet et al., 2008). The exhibition was divided
into two areas, following the architecture of the building itself: the plinth
and the tower (Olga Subirds Studio, n.d.) (Table 11.1).

e The plinth, a large one-story hall, housed the area called “The Nature
of Water,” divided into the following themes: “Water Is,” “Planet
Water,” “Blue Landscapes,” “We Are Water,” “The Magic of Water,”
“Water Cycles,” and in its central space, a large sculpture enti-
tled “Rain.”

Table 11.1 Technical sheet of the different authors of the “Water for Life” exhi-
bition project

Exhibition title: “Water for life”

Promoter Expoagua Zaragoza 2008 S.A.
Scientific directors Maria del Tura Bovet
Emma Pérez-Chacén
Scientific direction Yolanda Arencibia, Isabel Bovet, Mario Gil, Luis Alberto
collaborators Longares, Carme Pardo
Exhibition design PROGRAM COLLECTIVE: Mona Kim, Todd palmer, Olga
Subirds, Simon Taylor
Design direction Mona Kim, Todd palmer, Olga Subirds, Simon Taylor
“Splash” design IKONICarts: Pere Gifre, Daniel Molina, Ricardo Puertas, Alex

Gamell, Paco Cavero, Albert blanch
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® The tower’s “Water in Mind” area was dominated by a vertical view

and a smaller, exceptionally large floor plan, with a memorable high-
light: the sculpture Splash. The tower is dedicated to the cultural
dimension of water and was structured into the following sections:
“Water for Life,” “Water in Mind,” “Splash,” and “Cloud.”

The exhibition themes were then arranged as follows:

“Water is”: Access to the exhibition was through a curtain of water
accompanied by sounds of very different textures, always related to
fresh water, stagnant water, rivers, lake shores, the splashing of water
against wood, etc. The water curtain was bathed in two shades of
blue, where the darker, more uniform color marked the fixed sec-
tions, while a lighter shade indicated the retractable, mobile part of
the curtain, which would change color each time it was opened.
After crossing the water curtain, access was gained to the rest of
the plinth.

“Blue Landscapes™: A series of cylinders placed at different heights
formed a horizontal video, unfolding in the shape of an arc, showing
the main landscapes of the Earth. Each of the cylinders showed how
water creates, defines, and sustains the different ecosystems existing
on our planet. These videos demonstrated the creative power of
water in each landscape and allowed us to capture the subtlety with
which they develop as water molds and shapes the landscape.
Although some of these changes are natural and cyclical, certain
human actions pose a threat to the balance of the planet: mass tour-
ism, forest fires or extensive agriculture compete with the traditional
lifestyles on which human existence has been based for centuries.
Blue Landscapes showed the delicate balance between the environ-
ment, water and humanity.

“We Are Water”: This was a tunnel-shaped installation with informa-
tion on the exterior about how much water we drink daily, explain-
ing why our bodies excrete water and exploring the importance of
water in different organs. Above all, it highlighted the importance of
water in the bodily processes that allow us to live: from cells to blood,
water is an essential element for the functioning of our bodies. Upon
entering the tunnel, visitors crossed through different multisensory
spaces: warm and dry, cold and dry, warm and humid. There, visitors
could participate both physically and intellectually in the different
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environments and perceive how their sensations materialize into bio-
logical responses related to water.

“The Magic of Water”: This section was structured around a series of
experiments that explained in a simple way some of the most relevant
physical and chemical properties of water, highlighting those that
allow us to understand the importance of this element for life. Each
experiment was presented on two scales: a macroscopic one (planet,
landscapes); and a detailed one, combining examples from everyday
life with others of a microscopic or molecular nature (ions, mole-
cules, or aspects that can only be observed through a microscope).
“Planet Water”: A multi-screen section displayed a rapid-fire time-
line, showing statistics related to the planet’s origin and the presence
of water on Earth. The story spanned a period that began billions of
years ago and continued into the present day, reliving moments that
marked the process by which water, a unique chemical element pres-
ent in stars, exploded within a desolate planet, transforming it into a
planet of water and, consequently, a planet of life.

“Water Cycles”: This section invites visitors to reflect on the com-
parative nature of water in the human body. A parallel is established
between the act of drinking a beverage and the way rain irrigates the
earth. The location of “Water Cycles” in the center of the plinth, a
monumental Rain Fountain (a symbol of the water cycle) intensifies
the significance of this installation. “Water Cycles” suggested that
our lives and those of the planet are inseparable.

“Rain Fountain”: In the center of the plinth was a fountain made up
of two monumental elements: a cistern and the rain falling on it,
representing the meeting of the waters of the earth and the waters of
the sky. Rain was a sculpture made up of several transparent cylinders
representing enormous columns of rain, whose fall from the top of
the plinth’s atrium had been suspended.

“Collapse”: The “Water for Life” exhibit showed the different ways
in which water shapes life on Earth. To effectively capture this mes-
sage, every fourteen minutes the exhibition underwent a spectacular
transformation and flooded. This was the “Collapse”. As the
“Collapse” began, the blue landscapes filled with clouds and took on
a dark blue hue. The rain grew in intensity until it became a deafen-
ing torrent, until it suddenly ceased to be heard. Meanwhile, the
whole exhibition was bathed in blue. Visitors were also bathed in the
color blue. The message in this case was clear: we are all water.



204

F.J. GALAN PEREZ

“Water for Life”: Upon reaching the Tower level, visitors encoun-
tered large screens showing a film whose plot highlighted the impor-
tance of water for human life. The plot unfolded like a kind of visual
puzzle, as the visitor left the plinth and ascended the ramps, com-
pleting the story. The central theme of the film was how, through
water, one life intersects with another and shares feelings, experi-
ences, thoughts, and choices (Olga Subirés Studio, n.d.). In that
story, water constituted the framework for the action, bringing about
changes and transitions and forming part of an individual’s rituals
and habits. But, above all, water, in its various forms (in the bath, in
a shower, in a religious vessel ), evoked memories through which the
visitor recognized human life and culture.

“Water in Mind”: From this point on, there were two options: either
leave the exhibition through a designated exit or continue the ascent
to see the remaining sections: “Water in Mind,” “Splash,” and, at the
end of the tour, cross the cloud crowning the tower. Thus, while
ascending the ramp, the visitor encountered seven landings, each
with an installation. Each of these seven installations revealed some
aspect of the cultural value of water through seven fundamental
moments in human life.

“Splash”: As the visitor ascended the ramp to reach and pass through
the cloud, they encountered the suspended sculpture “Splash,”
which we will focus on in the next point and is also the axis of the
present article. “Splash” represents the dynamic moment when the
forces acting on a droplet split it into an infinite number of smaller
drops that splash. The design and execution of “Splash” combine
art, media, science, engineering, and technology. The form of this
work was developed using advanced modeling software that predicts
and recreates the complex geometry of fluid dynamics. “Splash” rep-
resents water as a force, energy, and the possibility of life, even at a
scale as small as that of an insignificant droplet. As the visitor ascended
the ramps toward the cloud, they circled around the sculpture from
different heights and angles.

“Nube Bar”: Located on the top floor of the Water Tower, the Nube
Bar (Nube stands for “cloud” in Spanish language) was the culmina-
tion of the “Water for Life” exhibition, at the highest point in the
building. It was a semi-open floor of the Water Tower, conceived and
designed as a viewing platform with excellent panoramic views of the
International Exhibition grounds and the city of Zaragoza.
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A SUSPENDED SCULPTURE

Technically speaking, “Splash” is a sculpture measuring approximately 23
meters high and 5 to 9 meters wide, made up of 134 pieces reproducing a
splash of water, with a chrome finish on its surface. It is suspended by steel
cables anchored to an intermediate floor of the building, thus remaining
suspended within the 40-meter-high interior void at the top of the Water
Tower (Asociacién Legado Expo, 2020). The body of each piece is made
of WRF polyurethane foam, covered with expanded polystyrene, and fin-
ished with chrome paint over fiberglass. The pieces are reinforced with
solid iron profiles and hollow aluminum profiles, and all have one or more
steel cables for subsequent hoisting onto the floor (Fig. 11.1 and
Fig. 11.2).

Il ’;‘,!.llldm-a-
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Fig. 11.1 The Splash sculpture seen from below. Visitors walk along the circular
path of the interior facade. Splash (views from the base/interior of the Water
Tower). (Photograph by Zaragoza al natural, CCBY2.0)
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Fig. 11.2 The Splash sculpture seen from above. Visitors walk along the circular
path of the interior facade and through the hall. Splash (detail of the suspended
splash). (Photograph by Zaragoza al natural, CCBY-SA2.0)

End of the Exhibition, Dismantling, Repair and Assembly

At the end of the exhibition, the exhibition was dismantled. However,
with respect to the “Splash” sculpture, there were three options:

e The Expoagua Society could decide to keep it and have it perma-
nently installed inside the building.

e The Expoagua Society could decide to dismantle it and send it to a
landfill in accordance with current regulations.

e The Expoagua Society could decide to dismantle and package the
sculpture and store it in a warchouse for later use.

Unfortunately, because the planned use for the Water Tower, although
unfinished, vague, and basically nonexistent, did include the sculpture’s
defeasance, it was decided to dismantle it and precariously conserve it in
the Zaragoza City Hall warehouses. Furthermore, removing it from the
building required a larger disassembly than planned, given that the gaps
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created to pass inside the sculpture’s various elements had been subse-
quently reduced with the addition of various building installations.

Shortly after “Splash,” already dismantled and packed, was removed
from its original location, the entity that demanded its removal to receive
the building, the Caja de Ahorros de la Inmaculada de Aragén (a local
Bank), would disappear following a merger with two other savings banks
in late 2010 (which resulted in a new savings bank called Caja3), and that
supra-entity would finally be acquired by Ibercaja Banco three years later.
This raised hopes of recovering the sculpture for relocation to the same
imposing hall of the Water Tower, and the first steps were taken in the
summer of 2013, culminating in its reintroduction to its original location
around mid-2014 (Asociacién Legado Expo, 2020), six years after the
Zaragoza International Expo.

Thus, to this day, although the Water Tower remains closed to the pub-
lic except for tours organized by the Expo Legacy Association and a very
limited and infrequent number of events held in the building since 2009,
no one has access to the Water Tower and, therefore, to the sculpture.
Although the reasons for this underutilization and its very possible solu-
tion are worth asking and subsequently answering, it is beyond the scope
of this article to go into detail.

The Sculptuve “Splash” Through Time

The reason for the sculpture’s enduring character lies in a harmonious
convergence of traditional artistic expression and cutting-edge techno-
logical innovation. Conceived by artist Pere Gifre, this dynamic work of
art combines the aesthetics of sculpture with the precision of digital design.
This is because a central element of the creation of the “Splash” sculpture
is the revolutionary technique of digital fabrication. By harnessing the
power of computer-aided design software and advanced manufacturing
and machining technologies, the exhibition’s design team was able to
transform their artistic vision into a tangible reality with unprecedented
precision and complexity.

As a symbol of twenty-first-century art and technology, the sculpture
“Splash” pays homage to the evolution of artistic expression in the digital
age. Beyond its extra-dimensional volumes, “Splash,” when visible to the
public, quickly achieved iconic status at the Zaragoza International
Exposition and also within Zaragoza’s cultural landscape, serving as a
symbol of artistic innovation and technological progress. Its prominent
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location within the Water Tower not only enhances the city’s architectural
skyline but also invites visitors to contemplate the intersection of art, tech-
nology, and human creativity. In June 2008, the New York Times head-
lined “It’s Zaragoza’s Turn to Make a Splash” a clear play on the city’s
potential for internationalization through its heritage and the efforts made
at Expo 2008. Today, the story of this unique piece is beginning to become
a hidden secret of the city that needs to be properly publicized. If anything
characterizes the city of Zaragoza, it is its vast cultural heritage, which, like
any other place in the world, requires explanation, knowledge, and care.
As we explained at the beginning of this article, the city is a palimpsest
where the Iberian, Roman, Visigothic, Muslim, Jewish, and Christian leg-
acies converge in all their expressions throughout the ages (Romanesque,
Gothic, Mudejar, Baroque, Renaissance, etc.), as well as the artistic pro-
duction closest to our time, such as cinema, photography, the avant-garde,
and art during the transition to democracy. Thus, to our particular legacy,
for the moment almost hidden, we have added the sculpture “Splash™ as
our own particular icon of the twenty-first century.

CONCLUSIONS

Talking about sustainability in the cultural sphere implies going beyond
the efficient management of resources or the reuse of materials. It also
entails considering how the symbols, narratives, and spaces that shape col-
lective identity are preserved, interpreted, and activated. “Splash” offers a
paradigmatic example of how a work of art can embody the tensions
between sustainability discourses and institutional practices that, rather
than sustaining, suspend or interrupt that same symbolic continuity. Thus,
cultural sustainability, in its deepest dimension, implies keeping alive the
narratives that help a society reflect on itself. Because “Splash” was not
only a large-scale sculptural piece, but a semiotic artifact that captured (in
form, materiality, and placement) a vision of the future in which water is
not just a resource, but a structuring principle of life, culture, and ecologi-
cal awareness. As an installation, it was a manifestation of the culture of
sustainability; as an object, it carried environmental memory. None of that
mattered (nothing mattered, we dare to say) and the abrupt dismantling
of “Splash” after the exhibition closed and its subsequent concealment in
municipal warehouses was not simply a logistical matter but constituted a
suspension, also symbolic, of the narrative the sculpture embodied. In
cultural terms, dismantling “Splash” meant, in a way, deactivating the
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collective message the event had sought to consolidate: that sustainability
was not just an environmental or technological issue, but also an ethical
and aesthetic commitment to the future. This interrupted act, which
affected a central element of the Expo’s visual discourse, illustrates how
institutions can suspend the values they proclaim, dismantling the cultural
meaning of sustainability.

The subsequent reinstallation of Splash, although materially valuable,
failed to fully reverse this suspension of meaning. The fact that the sculp-
ture returns to its original space, but remains invisible to the public due to
the Water Tower’s prolonged closure, adds an additional layer of complex-
ity: what is sustainable is no longer just what is preserved, but also what is
activated. Cultural sustainability requires a continuity of presence, experi-
ence, and interaction. Without access, without narrative, without media-
tion, the work becomes an echo of the past rather than a promise of the
future. Yes, another one.

This case allows us to reflect on the way recent cultural legacies (and
especially those linked to ephemeral events such as international exhibi-
tions) are managed in contexts of political, economic or institutional tran-
sition. Instead of being integrated into the living fabric of the city and its
citizens, they often fall into a sort of heritage limbo, suspended between
memory and oblivion. Thus, cultural sustainability is challenged by an
administrative inertia that postpones the active care of contemporary sym-
bols while simultaneously exalting already canonized historical heritages.

Ultimately, “Splash” is more than a suspended sculpture: it’s a meta-
phor for the ambiguities of our relationship with the future. It represents
the potential energy of a culture that aspires to be sustainable, but whose
realization is often conditioned by factors beyond art and critical thought.
Remembering and reactivating “Splash” is also an act of symbolic re-
inscription: a way of reaffirming that sustainability, as a culture, only exists
when it is sustained over time and in collective experience.
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CHAPTER 12

Strategies for Developing Sustainability
and Environmental Education
in Collaborative Art Practices: The Case
of Trash + Fantastic Beasts

José Prieto Martin and Fabiane Cristina Silva Dos Santos

INTRODUCTION

Sustainable development has ceased to be a long-term objective and has
become a non-negotiable condition. The term originated in 1987 when
the World Commission on Environment and Development published
“Our Common Future” (Brundtland Report). It defined it as meeting
“the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland Report, 1987,
p. 23). However, for the time being, we are unable to resolve the major
environmental crisis and evolve toward sustainable development, given
that economic interests prevail over environmental interests. For this
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reason, education must foster responsible behavior by individuals and
communities regarding the protection and improvement of the
environment.

In the artistic field, there are also strategies for developing sustainabil-
ity. The Trash Art movement uses recycled materials and sustainable tech-
niques to create its works, which minimize environmental impact, promote
social and ecological awareness, and encourage reflection on excessive
consumption. Its working methods and artistic representations are the
result of incorporating waste materials generated by our consumer society
as an artistic resource, without hiding their origin. These materials, when
reused, acquire cultural value. Strategies for developing sustainability and
environmental education in collaborative artistic practices. The specific
case of Trash + Fantastic Animals is a continuation and extension of the
shared artistic, educational, and authorship project, Trash + Bestiary. It
promotes reuse or recycling, individually, collectively, and collaboratively,
among professors and students of the Fine Arts degree at the University of
Zaragoza (Teruel Campus) and students of the Fine Arts degree at the
Faculty of Fine Arts of the University of Porto. It is designed to encourage
and produce collaborative gestures that provoke intersections between
Teruel’s Mudejar heritage, contemporary art (Trash Art), recycling, and
sustainability. It addresses consumer habits and incorporates waste gener-
ated in the immediate surroundings as both an educational and artistic
resource to reinterpret the bestiary on the ceiling of Teruel Cathedral.

COLLABORATIVE ARTISTIC PRACTICES, ECOLOGICAL
AWARENESS, AND HERITAGE VALUE

During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, artists took on an impor-
tant role within artistic movements as agents of social change. Following
avant-garde discussions surrounding social and political issues, artists
began to actively engage with space and its social issues. The Dada and
Surrealist movements introduced collective collaborations into their work
as a way of subverting the status of the individual artist, a challenge that
began to break with the canons of art.

The artist begins to seek new strategies for his production, and in this
search, he turns creation into an instrument of penetration and social
action that questions common sense, thereby attempting to impact a
counter-hegemonic discourse. We take as a precedent Bertolt Brecht’s
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theory and practice of theater, which articulated art, theatrical work, and
social praxis, resulting in the production of mass art that contributed to
unmasking the ideology of the dominant class and attempted to raise
awareness about social inequality. But for Ranciére, the vision of the spec-
tacle does not simply end in intellectual understanding or awareness of the
world. From there, the viewer would have to decide to act, thus moving
to another sphere: from a sensitive vision of the world to one that defines
other visions of tolerance and intolerance, abilities and inabilities. And
starting from that perspective, the viewer would end up recognizing the
possibility of making an active and not only emancipatory interpretation,
in which the political value of art is not found in the content, but in the
forms of the process that makes it visible. Emancipation from art would
involve the recognition that the production of the work does not belong
to its creator.

In the 1960s, social movements such as environmentalism, feminism,
and identity politics began to activate collaborative processes, working on
their cultural processes alongside a specific community. A collaborative art
movement or community art emerged, a highly developed artistic move-
ment in the United States, the United Kingdom, and some Nordic coun-
tries. This movement marked a space between the political activism of the
1970s and 1980s and popular arts. Popular education and cultural work-
ers sought to generate a direct relationship with the context, betting on
participatory art and an active conception (Santos, 2021, pp. 27-28).
From the 1980s onward, the relationship between art and politics became
more pronounced, with a multiplication of artistic initiatives through
which artists sought to promote the participation of members of the pub-
lic in projects such as experimentation with forms of socialization and
occupation of local spaces.

We are therefore beginning to see new paradigms, both aesthetic and
cultural, according to which art is given a social function: public space
becomes an intervened place that is directly related to art and its local
context, and the viewer takes on a fundamental role in the creative pro-
cess. All this unconventional change in the artistic field and the growing
interest in public art contribute to the beginning of a new era in artistic
production, which now embraces a new way of conceptualizing and giving
visibility to artistic practices that are directly related to changes in new
forms of political activism. Through the latter, civil society is taking a more
participatory stance within a process of consolidating citizenship through
emancipation.
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Collaborative artistic practices are emerging within the expanded field
of contemporary visual arts, with the active participation of the commu-
nity in a process of transversality with other disciplines. Nicolas Bourriaud
called it relational art in the 1990s. This shifts the focus from the work as
an object to a process of experience that opens up to social involvement in
the political, cultural, and ecological fields. Art becomes a space for media-
tion and creation, articulating reflections on issues of identity, memory,
territory, and ecology. Collaborative art thus emerges, following the lines
of political art. The artistic proposals were found within collectives with
certain types of social problems, and the aim was to involve citizens in
resolving the conflicts faced by these groups, thus making the problems
visible, fostering integration, and reinforcing the self-esteem of its
members.

Collaborative art, therefore, seeks to rethink the role of the artist, the
audience, and the work, questioning the traditional conception of art. The
artist is placed on an equal footing with the viewer, and the viewer ceases
to be a passive recipient and becomes actively integrated into the process
of developing the work. The work also receives a new perception, which
emerges in relation to its context, and the process gains significance from
the collective work of'its actors and their actions: the resulting work ceases
to be a final outcome and becomes direct evidence that presents a result
derived from the multiplicity of individual creative actions. In this process
of developing the proposal, for its purpose to be achieved, it is important
that everyone participate in the development of the project; thus, a meth-
odology is generated so that, in general, all participants interact with each
other, fostering the integration of different groups that coexist in a given
social context.

Art is supposed to be political because it shows the stigmas of domination, or
because it vidicules the veigning icons, or even because it leaves its places to
become a social practice, etc. (Ranciere, 2010)

In the context of the ecological crisis, collaborative art is gaining par-
ticular relevance, as it becomes a facilitator for environmental education
dynamics, in a process of eco-social regeneration that promotes the
strengthening of biocultural heritage. In this context, contemporary artis-
tic practices with an ecological conscience emerge, among which we high-
light Trash Art, where the use of recycled materials, industrial waste, or
urban waste is the basis for artistic creation. The antecedents of this artistic
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movement can be traced back to the artistic or historical avant-garde
movements of the early twentieth century, in creators who ventured to
incorporate all kinds of materials and objects into their works, such as
George Braque and Pablo Picasso, who in 1912 with his Papiers collés
made a capital innovation by adding real objects to their paintings, destroy-
ing the homogeneity of painting. Or like Umberto Boccioni, who stated:
“We reject the exclusive use of a single matervial ... we affirm that up to
twenty different materials can be used in a work to achieve a plastic emo-
tion ... glass, wood, cavdboard, ivon, cement, hovsehair, feathers, fabric, mir-
rors, electric light, etc.” (Ruhrberg et al., 2005, p. 434). This paved the way
for material culture and the world of objects, which would be fully devel-
oped by Marcel Duchamp, among others, with his Ready-mades, trans-
forming mass-produced objects into works of art; and Kurt Schwitters,
whose work focused on collage created a new concept of artwork with his
Merzbau, which began as studio sculpture and evolved into a “votive cha-
pel” filled with assembled found objects. This predisposition to recycling
waste materials found its followers in Italy with Arte Povera, which used
humble and poor, generally non-industrial, materials. Their transforma-
tion was valued primarily, as they deteriorated, transforming the work.
This work takes on new force in the current context of environmental
crisis and becomes a tool of social critique against capitalist hyper-
productivity and disposable consumption models. It promotes reflection
on the life cycle of objects, waste management, planned obsolescence, and
pollution, in a process of critical pedagogy that we can link to the thought
of Paulo Freire, who argued that the transformation of the world begins
with the recognition of the immediate material environment. In this case,
waste becomes not only an aesthetic medium, but also a political and epis-
temological one, highlighting the circuits of exclusion, accumulation, and
inequality that structure our economies and landscapes.

The Trash + Fantastic Beasts project, based on collaborative practice
and a process of collective pedagogy, working with Fine Arts students,
uses valueless materials—garbage, waste, and other urban debris—found
in today’s throwaway consumer culture, transforming them into sculp-
tures. This project addresses art, education, and activism transversally, pro-
moting a wake-up call about consumption and our relationship with the
environment. It proposes a co-creation where project participants contrib-
ute their ideas, creating the works together.
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Collnborative practices carry out a reconceptunlization of the functions that
art and culture can develop in public spherves, once their action is linked to the
rhythms, tensions, and conflicts that curvently emerge. Their contextunl nature
entails assuming them as a critical and political activity, which secks to ques-
tion both the places and roles distributed within the field of cultuve itself, as well
as the ways of life and conditions of other frameworks from which the previous
ones are no longer so separated. (Collados & Rodrigo, 2015: pp. 57-72)

Trash + Fantastic Animals proposes a collective, community-based
work based on art, emphasizing the local context in a dialogue with the
historical heritage of the city of Teruel and Mudejar art, in a value as an
approximation of the heritage context to the university educational com-
munity and local schools, within a dialogic aesthetic emphasizing the local
space as a place of production and generation of relationships, highlight-
ing social relationships with the environment, generating spaces for inter-
action, resulting in a participatory work.

In dialogue with the Trash + Fantastic Animals project, we find col-
laborative, pedagogical, and territorial artistic projects, involving local
communities in processes of collection, classification, and artistic transfor-
mation of materials considered “garbage.” For example, Brazilian artist
Vik Muniz worked with a collective of garbage collectors to create large-
scale photographs. The project involved taking photos of people collect-
ing in landfills and, from these photos, reconstructing waste collages and
then photographing them. He also works with expired food. Mexican art-
ist Betsabeé Romero has worked with Indigenous communities and urban
recyclers to transform used tires into monumental installations. Her work
explores the links between mobility, waste, and popular culture, using rub-
ber as a symbol of cultural resistance to disposable modernity.

In this sense, the collaborative artistic process is situated within what is
called eco-social aesthetics in which art is articulated in a process of eco-
logical transformation and social justice (Demos, 2020), which generate
new forms of expanded heritage, which are not focused on objects of
value, but on the search for the collective capacity to build memory and
future from the margins, giving a new meaning to waste and seeking
awareness in relation to social problems and the environmental crisis.
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THE PARTICULAR CASE OF TRASH + FANTASTIC BEASTS

This research is an innovative proposal that, within a theoretical frame-
work, links two concepts that work together: Art Education and
Environmental Education, to raise awareness of contemporary environ-
mental issues, seek ways to address them, and reflect on some Sustainable
Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda.

Art Education, on the one hand, is centered on the Trash Art artistic
movement, which primarily practices the technique of assemblages, creat-
ing imaginative configurations and proposing alternative ways of working
while caring for the environment in a sustainable manner. There are many
contemporary creators within this movement who have proven that beauty
or social criticism can emerge from a pile of trash, showing us that creativ-
ity and ingenuity can be fueled even by the waste associated with rampant
hyper-consumption, in a world where millions of people still die of hun-
ger. Trash Art gained significant media attention following the exhibition
“Apocalypse—Beanty and Horvor in Contemporary Art,”! held from
September 9 to December 15, 2000, at the Royal Academy of Arts
in London.

This autumn the Royal Academy will present Apocalypse, o major exbibition of
international contemporary avt which will veflect aspects of the vichness, beauty,
horror, complexity and diversity of the world today. Concentrating on themes
inspived by the avvival of the 21st century, the exbibition will feature some thir-
teen installations, paintings, sculpturves and video works, the majority of which
have never been seen in public before. Apocalypse is a story of extremes. This
exhibition is o contemporary, secular interpretation of the biblical story of St
John the Divine which contains elements ranging from the horrors of genocide
to the beauties of Utopin. These elements ave vepresented in the exhibition which
aims to demonstrate the possibilities art holds in the world in which we live. The
exhibition encompasses all media from painting and sculpture to multimedin
works using the lntest technology. Anticipated works in the show range from a
monumental new piece by the Chapman brothers—Hell—depicting the horrors
of 20th-century genocide, to Marviko Mori’s highly spivitual 21st-century
Dream Temper. Powerful new paintings by Luc Tuymans will be included ns
will a video installation by cult pop video maker Chris Cunningham, whose

I'The artists participating in the exhibition were: Darren Almond, Maurizio Cattelan, Jake
and Dinos Chapman, Chris Cunningham, Angus Fairhurst, Mike Kelley, Jeff Koons, Mariko
Mori, Tim Noble and Sue Webster, Richard Prince, Gregor Schneider, Wolfgang Tillmans,
and Luc Tuymans.
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work has never previously been exhibited in a gallery, accompanied by a
soundtrack by Richard James, the Aphex Twin. (Royal Academy of the Arts,
London, 2000)

Trash art continues to thrive today, generating a significant impact both
in the artistic sphere and in raising environmental awareness about sustain-
ability. There are artists/artivists in this movement who contribute to
environmental awareness campaigns, cleaning beaches, oceans, and rivers,
such as Handiwirman Saputra (Indonesia), who has developed an “aes-
thetic art of waste, of used objects” in collages he constructs with various
materials found in waste disposal containers or wood from riverbanks. In
2007, American Mark Dion carefully classified trash found in the Thames
in his installation Fieldwork 04 at the PRAE (in collaboration with the
Natural History Museum in London). German HA Schult built his Save
the Beach Hotel in 2010 with trash collected from beaches in southern
Europe. STUDIOKCA (formed by Jason Klimoski and Lesley Chang), in
their work Cloud Room One New York Minute (2014), created a cloud
with the number of plastic bottles that are thrown away, more or less, in
one minute in the United States.

Other artists photographically document the mark that garbage leaves
on our planet in landfills and oceans, such as the American Chris Jordan,
from 2003 to 2005, and in his project Albatross (2017), he revealed the
garbage that can be stored in the entrails of a dead bird; and, the Brazilian
Vick Muniz, who creates large-scale images with objects that he collects
with the collective of garbage collectors in landfills and subsequently pho-
tographs them. Others collect, manipulate, store, classify, and reuse gar-
bage (from dumps, or from events in cities) to build two- and
three-dimensional works, such as the Chinese Xu Bing, in The Phoenix
Progect, creates giant winged animals with different materials found in
demolition dumps in urban areas of China. And, in 2001, the American
Justin Gignac collected trash from New York, then packaged it in small
transparent methacrylate cubes (signed, numbered, and dated) and sold it
(Moszynska, 2013).

Some creators practice upcycling, or super-recycling, such as the
Frenchman+Brauer, who uses discarded industrial materials to create illu-
minated, retro-futuristic, and peaceful robot sculptures, or the Spanish
Marta Sanmamed, who reuses plastic bags and weaves them into spectacu-
lar vertical gardens.
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There are also artists who, in addition to recycling, experiment with
discarded materials and light. The pioneer is Dutch artist Dieter Wiegman,
who has worked since the 1970s with shadows projected by piles of gar-
bage—*“light sculptures.” In these, the shadows portray a different image
than the piles of waste, transforming ugliness into beauty. This practice
was later adopted by Tim Noble and Sue Webster, English artists associ-
ated with the post-YBA generation and influenced by punk rock.

And there are other artists who work on city streets and are more closely
linked to Street Art or Postgraffiti, such as the Portuguese Bordalo II,
who creates murals on buildings and walls using trash and scrap metal;
they generally depict stray animals staring at us. And the Spaniard Francisco
de Pijaro, who in 2009 began a super-ephemeral street art project called
“Art is Trash” painting directly onto the trash on the streets of Barcelona
shortly before it’s collected.

Art Education also focuses on understanding Teruel’s rich Mudejar
heritage, considering that cultural heritage helps build and maintain a
community’s identity and memory, connecting it with its past and roots.
This project-process reinterprets some animals from the Bestiary of the
Roof of the Cathedral of Santa Marfa de Mediavilla in Teruel, known by
some historians as the Sistine Chapel of Mudejar art.

If the ceiling of the Teruel Cathedral can be described as an exceptional
work of art, even if only considering the question of the uniqueness of its
structure, when finally referring to its painted decoration, the piece
undoubtedly deserves the qualification of “unicum,” which makes it
known by the nickname of “Sistine Chapel of Mudejar art” (Borris,
1999, p. 27).

Environmental Education seeks to develop citizens who are conscious
and committed to environmental care and sustainable development. Our
society is dominated by a throwaway culture. This is aggravated, among
other things, by the enormous population growth that consumes at a
rapid pace and generates a large amount of waste that piles up daily in
large cities, causing high pollution and a major global environmental crisis
that impacts, among other things, climate change. It is important to con-
sider that, beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, efforts have been made to
address this problem. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) developed a dossier on Environmental
Education that has served as the basis for the following proposals. Since
then, Environmental Education has been the central theme of various
international congresses and conferences, among which one can highlight:
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the International Colloquium on Environmental Education (Belgrade,
1975); Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education
(Thilisi, 1977); International Congress on Environmental Education and
Training (Moscow, 1987), which defined the concept; and the International
Conference on Environment and Society: Education and Awareness for
Sustainability (Thessaloniki, 1997).

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY CASE AND CURRENT STATUS

This project-process is, on the one hand, a training activity and, on the
other, an experience of creative self-expression and collaborative and par-
ticipatory work. It involves teachers, university students, schoolchildren,
artists, and administrators. It has been carried out in different academic
contexts in Teruel from the 2018-2019 academic year to the 2023-2024
academic year.

Artists José Prieto and Vega Ruiz brought this artistic process project
into the 4th grade classrooms at CEIP Las Anejas, transforming them into
a different learning space than the students are used to in their daily lives.
In collaboration with Sciences teacher Maria Jativa, they worked with the
students, acting as artists interconnecting ideas. To carry out the experi-
ment, guidelines were established, such as having the students rescue plas-
tics from their household trash, then clean them, store them at school, and
use them to create a sustainable bestiary. At the same time, the students
were taken to the cathedral to analyze and gain a deeper understanding of
the roof bestiary and were introduced to the Trash Art movement (Prieto
& Ruiz, 2020, pp. 91-92).

Currently, the project process has expanded its scope of work (from
local to global) and is being developed with members of the Ibero-
American Network for Research in Art, Memory, and Environmental
Sustainability [ArteM(y)SA]: professors from the Faculty of Social and
Human Sciences at the University of Zaragoza: José Prieto, Fabiane
Santos, and Pedro Luis Hernando (director of the Museum of Sacred Art
of Teruel); professor Teresa Almeida from the Faculty of Fine Arts at the
University of Porto; and visual artist Vega Ruiz. And with students from
the Fine Arts degrees at the University of Zaragoza and the University of
Porto. Between February 17 and 24, 2025, José Pricto completed an
Erasmus teaching stay at the Faculdade de Belas Artes da Universidade do
Porto to develop an artistic work inspired by Portuguese heritage, specifi-
cally tiles, which are an integral part of the architecture and culture of this
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city, holding an exhibition at the Faculty of Fine Arts of the University of
Porto, featuring the results of the research. This new line of research
emerged from this stay (Fig. 12.1).

The implementation of the first part was done online, since this com-
munication medium favors collaborative work and develops communica-
tion and teamwork skills. The second part, the material creation, was
carried out in the Fine Arts laboratories of Teruel and Porto, where several
interpretations of the bestiary of the Mudejar ceiling of Teruel Cathedral
were constructed using recycled material. This activity took place during
the months of March, April, and May, between students from Teruel and
Porto, who communicated synchronously, that is, in real time, with each
side receiving (and, if necessary, processing and responding) messages

Fig. 12.1 Wild Pig. Mixed media. 90 x 60 x 160 cm. Cloister of the Museum of
Sacred Art of Teruel, March 2019
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instantly. They were coordinated by professors José Pricto? and Teresa
Almeida. The third part of this research consisted of presenting the results
at two conferences: “Monstres & Chimeres. Images des plafonds peints
médiévanx” at the Abbaye Médiévale, Centre cultural Les arts de lire,
Lagrasse, France, on May 30 and 31, 2025 (exhibition and presentation)
and “Virtual Ubiquitous and Social: Learning with ICT (USATIC Virtual
Conference)” 2025, on June 24, 25, and 26, 2025.

OBJECTIVES AND INTERESTS

The main objective of this project-process is to raise awareness of contem-
porary environmental problems, seeking ways to address them, and pro-
moting environmental values [3Rs (Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle)], to
develop some of the goals of the Sustainable Development Goals of the
2030 Agenda (No. 12, No. 13, No. 14, and No. 15), to introduce partici-
pants to contemporary art (Trash Art), participatory and collaborative art,
and to create works of Trash Art. Other objectives to be met are: to intro-
duce participants (professors and students from the universities of Porto
and Zaragoza) to the artistic heritage of Teruel (the Bestiary of the
Mudejar Ceiling of Teruel Cathedral), to contemporary art (Trash Art),
and to Environmental Education. And to generate synergies between stu-
dents and faculty of Fine Arts at the University of Porto and the University
of Zaragoza (Fig. 12.2).

METHODOLOGY

The methodology used to develop this project-process was, on the one
hand, documentary, since the documentary review recovers the accumu-
lated knowledge on the subject and provides an insight into its develop-
ment, as Maurice Duverger explained: “Documentary research is based on
the study of everything on which human beings have left their mark”
(Tena Suck & Rivas-Torres, 2005, p. 49). The methodology was also
active and participatory, where knowledge is acquired as the subject inter-
acts with the environment and society. As Carlos Wohlers explained,
“active learning methodologies adapt to a model in which the primary role

2Between May 19 and 23, 2025, he had another research stay at the Faculdade de Belas
Artes da Universidade do Porto, as a researcher at the Aragonese Observatory of Art in the
Public Sphere (OAAEP).
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Este libro se publica con motivo de la exposicion:

rada en el Claustro del Museo de Arte Sacro de Teruel
5 de octubre de 20: idades del

Catélogo de la exposicidn
TRASH + MEDIEVAL BESTIARY

El patrimonio como fuentefde inspiracion
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Fig. 12.2 Front and back covers of the exhibition catalogue: “TRASH +
MEDIEVAL BESTIARY. Heritage as a Source of Inspiration,” Cloister of the
Museum of Sacred Art of Teruel, October 2021

Sfalls to the student, who constructs knowledge based on guidelines, activities,
or scenarios designed by the teacher” (Galvez, 2013, p. 13).

At the same time, the working methods of this project-process are col-
laborative and co-authored, with an experimental approach, as students
must research, experiment, manipulate, and study the creative possibilities
of recycled materials so that they can be used in artistic representation.
The teacher acts as a network of ideas, and students interact and reflect on
the results obtained, and from there, create their own knowledge.

Process projects ave designed as tools to help students and teachers learn and
experience art, and to develop their artistic self-education. Students, like the
teacher, have an active role; they ave not observers or consumers of data or theo-
ries; rather, they must be provided with opportunaities to develop their artistic
knowledge. Projects describe this educational encounter: they identify an artis-
tic work situation, a theme or material to be addressed, a task to be initiated...”
(Agra, 2003, p. 68)
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Therefore, the proposed activity has guidelines set by the teacher, but
it is the students who, through experimentation and research with the
materials and their possibilities, creatively develop the entire process. As
the work is collaborative, with a participatory approach and interdepen-
dence among team members, the need to trust one another arises, and the
success of each is the success of all. Allan Kaprow, in his book Between Art
and Life: Essays on the Happening, speaks about participatory art and
indicates that it cannot be pre-planned in every detail by the artist, but
must be free to emerge and grow wherever the participants want to take it
(Kaprow, 2016).

RESULTS AND IMPACT

The results of this research have been a hybrid and sustainable bestiary
constructed by assembling recycled materials (plastic, metal, cardboard,
wood, cork, fabric, glass, etc.), which maintains its identity and is inspired
by the bestiary on the ceiling of Teruel Cathedral. It has been shown over
the past seven years in various exhibition spaces:

* Cloister of the Museum of Sacred Art of Teruel: “TRASH +
BESTIARY” from March 14 to 25,2019; and October 2021, as part
of the 15th International Symposium on Mudejarism: “TRASH +
MEDIEVAL BESTIARY. Heritage as a source of inspiration.”

e Exhibition Hall and Hall of the Fine Arts Building of Teruel:
“TRASH + BESTIARY +” (from January 9 to 31, 2020).

® Vice-Rector’s Office Exhibition Hall and Teruel Campus Gardens:
“TRASH ART III” (June 14-18, 2021), as part of the 15th
International Symposium on Mudejarism.

* Cloister of the Museum of Sacred Art of Teruel: “TRASH +
MEDIEVAL BESTIARY. Heritage as a Source of Inspiration,”
October 6-15, 2021.

e Vice-Rector’s Office Exhibition Hall: “TRASH OR TREASURE,”
November 23-December 2, 2022.

* Vice-Rector’s Office Exhibition Hall and Teruel Fine Arts Sculpture
Workshop Hall, “TRASH OR TREASURE II,” November 22—
December 12, 2023.

e Barbastro-Monzén Diocesan Museum, Temporary Exhibition Hall:
“Trash + Fantastic Beasts. Recycling as an Artistic Technique,” from
September 28 to December 19, 2024.
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Galeria Cozinha FBAUP: “Pictorial Deconstruction of Tiles,” Porto,
from February 24 to March 4, 2025.

Lagrasse Abbey (France): exhibition at the Monstres & Chimeres
Congress. Images of Medieval Painted Ceilings, on May 30
and 31, 2025.

During its development, the research results have also been presented
in various presentations at several conferences and events, such as:

2nd edition of the Regional Congress of Art and Emotion:
EnamorArte of Education and Art, held in Teruel (March 15 and
16, 2019), with the presentation “The Beauty of Used Items” (in
the experiences section).

Extraordinary Course at the University of Zaragoza: Artistic
Education in Contemporary Societies, held in Calatorao (Zaragoza,
July 2 and 3, 2019) with the presentation entitled “Contemporary
Art and Recycling in Schools”.

1st International Conference on Arts, Society, and Education. Arts
and Education in Contemporary Societies, held at the Center for Art
and Natural Resources of Huesca (CDAN): Huesca City Council.
With the presentation entitled “The Beauty of the Lived, of the
Used: From Ready-Made to Trash Art”.

13th Conference on Teaching Innovation and Educational Research
of the University of Zaragoza, held in the Auditorium of the
University of Zaragoza (September 5 and 6, 2019), with the presen-
tation “The Beauty of the Used: Art and Recycling in Educational
Environments (Trash Art).”

European Researcher’s Night at the Museum of Teruel (September
24,2021), with the presentation “Trash Artasa Form of Reuse trash.”
15th International Symposium on Mudejarism (October 6 and 7,
2021) with the presentation “Trash + Bestiary. Heritage as a source
of inspiration.”

Nationale Nederlanden tour Plogging event (Teruel 2021).

5th Art Education Seminar. University of Zaragoza (February 18,
Huesca 2022) with the presentation “Heritage as a source of inspira-
tion. An example of a collaborative, participatory, and sustainable
artistic project-process.” The article was also published.
Conference: Monsters & Chimeres. Images of medieval painted ceil-
ings. Medieval Abbey of Lagrasse. Les Arts de Lire Cultural Center.
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Held on May 30 and 31, 2025, in Lagrasse (France), with the pre-
sentation/exhibition: “Trash + Medieval Bestiary: A Recycling Expo.”

* USATIC Virtual Conference (Ubiquitous and Social: Learning with
ICT). Zaragoza, June 24, 25, and 26. With the presentation:
“TRASH + FANTASTIC BEASTS. Recycling and synchronous dis-
tance learning as a form of co-creation.”

CONCLUSIONS

This project is designed to foster and produce collaborative gestures that
provoke intersections between heritage, contemporary art, and recycling,
utilizing new technologies that allow for synchronous teaching. It man-
ages consumer habits and incorporates waste generated in the immediate
surroundings as a didactic and artistic resource, with the intention of
acquiring cultural value through reuse. The project reinterprets the besti-
ary of the Mudejar ceiling of Teruel Cathedral. It also provides the oppor-
tunity to interact synchronously with students from other countries,
generating a joint co-creation project.
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CHAPTER 13

Conclusions

Anna Maria Biedermann

and Francisco Javier Galan Pérez

The journey through the chapters of this book reveals a complex and
multi-layered picture of the relationship between culture and sustainabil-
ity. We have moved through rural landscapes and urban streets, tangible
heritage and ephemeral digital networks, preserved pasts and imagined
futures. Although each contribution has its own focus, methodology, and
disciplinary language, all converge on a shared conviction: culture is not
an optional part of sustainability but a constitutive dimension of it, as
indispensable as environmental, economic, and social dimensions are.
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One of the strongest threads running through the volume is the repo-
sitioning of culture from a peripheral concern to a foundational one.
Historically, environmental, economic, and social dimensions have domi-
nated sustainability discourse, supported by systems of measurement and
policy frameworks. Culture, when acknowledged, has often been treated
as an accessory or symbolic element. Yet the chapters demonstrate that
culture is not an afterthought but the interpretive framework through
which communities understand the environment, define economic priori-
ties, and negotiate social relations. It motivates environmental steward-
ship, shapes governance processes, and gives meaning to technological or
economic transitions. The lecture requires the reimagining sustainability
itself as a cultural process, in which every other dimension is interpreted
and enacted through shared values, narratives, and identities.

This centrality of culture brings us to one of the most persistent chal-
lenges identified by the authors: the difficulty of assessing cultural impact
without reducing it to simplistic metrics. What gets measured tends to be
valued in policymaking and funding decisions, yet the most significant
aspects of culture often resist quantification. Several contributions in the
book respond to this dilemma by proposing hybrid evaluation methods
that combine quantitative indicators with qualitative narratives. The life
cycle approach to exhibition design extends evaluation beyond the
moment of public engagement to include creation and end-of-life phases.
Methodologies for rural project design integrate participatory processes to
ensure that indicators are locally meaningful. Heritage conservation strat-
egies propose predictive and preventive evaluations that consider long--
term social and cultural consequences, not just immediate physical
preservation. Across these approaches emerges a shared principle: mean-
ingful cultural evaluation must be situated, adaptable, and inclusive,
grounded in the specific context yet informed by broader sustainability
frameworks.

The present book also makes clear that sustainability is as much about
sustaining relationships as it is about preserving objects or systems. Case
studies involving heritage, memory institutions, and rural revitalization
show that place-based culture is both a resource for and an outcome of
sustainability. The Museo della Memoria illustrates how local institutions
can bridge personal identity and global historical narratives, fostering
bonds across generations and borders. The Fuendetodos case demon-
strates how heritage linked to creative programming can strengthen cohe-
sion, attract visitors, and inspire environmental responsibility. These
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examples underscore that heritage policies should not be static acts of
preservation but dynamic strategies for resilience, engaging communities
in ongoing reinterpretation and dialogue.

Culture, however, does not live only in monumental sites or organized
events; it is embedded in the everyday spaces where people shop, work,
and interact. The analysis of retail environments reframes commercial
spaces as cultural and social hubs with significant implications for inclusiv-
ity and gender equity, challenging the idea that commerce and culture
exist in opposition. Collaborative art projects such as Trash + Fantastic
Beasts show how cultural creation can emerge from ordinary or discarded
materials, transforming them into vehicles of shared meaning and environ-
mental reflection. Both perspectives highlight culture’s capacity to recode
the everyday, creating new relationships with resources and waste.

In the digital realm, the discussion of technological ecosystems reveals
that those infrastructures are not neutral; they are cultural environments
that actively shape norms, values, and our sense of self. The transformation
of products into network nodes and users into interconnected actors rede-
fines how we inhabit both physical and virtual worlds. These systems can
democratize cultural access and foster innovation, but they also risk
homogenization, exclusion, and the erosion of local specificity. Designing
technological systems with cultural sustainability in mind becomes an
urgent task; one that demands diversity, contextual sensitivity, and
user agency.

The story of the Splash sculpture offers a sobering reminder of the fra-
gility of cultural narratives. Even celebrated works can lose relevance and
visibility if they are not continuously integrated into public life. The sculp-
ture’s journey from symbolic centerpiece to obscurity encapsulates a wider
truth: sustainability is not achieved simply by preserving an object but by
maintaining the social and symbolic contexts that keep it meaningful. This
insight resonates across the book: sustainability, whether of heritage, com-
munity identity, or technological culture, is a process, not a fixed state. It
requires ongoing activation, reinterpretation, and reconnection.

A recurring element in many chapters is the centrality of participation.
Whether through co-design workshops in rural planning, community
involvement in museum governance, or collaborative art-making from
recycled materials, participation emerges as both a cultural value and a
practical sustainability strategy. Participation here is more than consulta-
tion; it is the co-creation of meaning, which fosters a sense of ownership
and long-term commitment. This is crucial for sustainability, which
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depends on behavioral change and shared responsibility. At the same time,
the book cautions against tokenism, showing that authentic participation
must be carefully designed to respect local knowledge while linking it to
broader objectives.

The diversity of disciplines represented such as design, fine arts, engi-
neering, sociology or heritage studies, underscores that cultural sustain-
ability cannot be addressed from a single vantage point. Interdisciplinary
collaboration enriches understanding and methodology. This interdiscipli-
narity is not without challenges: it requires translation between vocabular-
ies, negotiation of epistemological priorities, and often longer timelines
for project development. The chapters show that such collaboration yields
insights that could not emerge from disciplinary isolation.

Although the book is rich in specific case studies, their implications
reach far beyond their immediate contexts. The life cycle approach to cul-
tural products can inform other sectors; participatory rural methodologies
could be adapted for urban regeneration; relational impact models for
museums could be applied to libraries or archives; critical analysis of retail
environments could be extended to other public spaces. Treating each
case as both a local intervention and a methodological laboratory enables
the construction of more flexible and transferable frameworks for cultural
sustainability.

From an editorial perspective, one of the clearest messages of this work
is that cultural sustainability must be named and claimed within policy
agendas. It needs dedicated resources, appropriate evaluation methods,
and professionals equipped to navigate both cultural and sustainability
concerns. It calls for partnerships that cross institutional boundaries, link-
ing cultural actors with environmental organizations, educators, and tech-
nology developers. And it demands patience, because cultural change, like
ecological change, happens over the long term.

At the same time, this book has left us with questions that cannot be
fully answered here: How can we better integrate cultural and environ-
mental considerations into decision-making tools? How can we protect
diversity in an increasingly interconnected digital world? How can we
ensure that participatory processes are both authentic and scalable? These
questions point to future research and continued experimentation, and
they invite readers, whether practitioners, policymakers, or scholars, to see
themselves as part of that work.
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If there is one idea we hope will stay with you after closing this book, it
is this: sustainability is, at its heart, a cultural project. Environmental stew-
ardship, social justice, and economic equity cannot succeed without shared
values, meaningful narratives, and collective practices that give them life.

As editors, preparing this volume has been more than an academic exer-
cise. It has been an opportunity to listen, to learn, and to weave together
perspectives that are as different as they are complementary. We hope that
reading it has offered you the same: a chance to reflect on your own rela-
tionship with culture, to see new possibilities for action, and to imagine
futures in which culture and sustainability are inseparable. The journey
does not end here, but perhaps it continues with greater clarity, purpose,
and connection. And in that ongoing journey, may culture remain both
the compass that guides us and the terrain we inhabit.
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