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IVÁN ZÁDORI 

Museums and Sustainability in the 21. Century  

Abstract: According to the Brundtland definition, ‘sustainable development is development that meets 
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs.’ 
Sustainable development movement began in the 1980s when it became clear that the intensifying 
social-economic activities of mankind could not be sustained in terms of the planet’s resources. 
Sustainability presupposes lifelong learning, where the learning process could result  informed and 
active citizens who understand the working mechanisms of environment, society and  economy, who 
understand the connections between these elements and make responsible decisions in their individual 
and public actions. This paper is focusing on the role of museums in this process with examining the 
possible aspects where museums could help to reach a more sustainable future. a Keywords: 
sustainability, policy, museums. 

 

Background: Sustainability Challenges 

From the second half of the 20th century humankind has had to face with serious sustainability 

challenges: the negative effects of the more and more intensive economic, social and 

environmental processes all over the world have resulted a slow revaluation of the role and 

impact of the human activities in many fields and generated the idea of sustainability and 

sustainable development. 

According to some standpoints, the appearance of the idea of sustainability and sustainable 

development is a cultural phenomenon, a self – reflection for the economic, social and 

environmental challenges and problems generated by human culture. People born to different 

cultures and later they live in the framework of symbolic, objectified and institutional 

structures of those cultures. These cultures are shaped by the permanently changing challenges 

(similar to any earlier periods of human history), so those adaptive models and strategies that 

respond to these challenges are an integral part of human culture. 

These sustainability challenges and reactions are not new in the history of human 

communities but there is a substantial difference between the earlier periods and the present 

situation: the economic, social and environmental challenges are much more global instead of 

local in an interdependent, interconnected world. In the earlier periods in human history 

sustainability depends on the geographic situation and natural resources. Today the economic 

performance and competitiveness is determined instead of the earlier factors. In this gobalized 

situation the importance of learing is crucial, because learning processes could help to deal 

with the problems and in an optimal situation could result adaptive models and strategies that 

could help to generate sustainable conditions in the long run for individuals and communities 

as well. 

According to the Brundtland definition, sustainable development is development that meets 

the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 

needs. Within sustainable development, we can identify the three pillars of society, 

environment, and economy, what can be interpreted in the dimension of culture. Sustainability 
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presupposes lifelong learning, which produces informed and active citizens who are able to 

solve the problems with creativity, who understand the working mechanisms of nature and the 

environment, society, law and the economy, understand the connections between these 

elements and make responsible decisions in their individual and public actions. Every 

generation has to understand the principles and ideas behind the sustainability which has to be 

integrated into education curricula at all levels of education including higher education all over 

the world. Learning and teaching should be based on the principle of social partnership, and 

on the mobilization of individual and community resources. 

Role of Museums 

Museums almost everywhere all over the world play a very important role in managing 

preservation, production/creation, distribution and consumption of cultural resources. 

’Cultural resources are resources important to cultures’ – said Daniel Odess, Assistant 

Associate Director for Cultural Resources, National Park Service.1 This definition is certainly 

not a definition of a well known academic figure, although it shows very clearly that there are 

priorities in a given culture and these preferences are not static, they are changing f rom time 

to time. Of course, there are much more sophisticated definitions for the same idea: ’Cultural 

resources, understood as sites, structured landscapes and objects of importance to a culture’ 

(European Union, Central Europe/European Regional Development Fund),2 and these 

statements just two from the hundreds and hundreds other definitions. 

Why it is so important? If we try to find the basic role of the museums, these activities are 

concentrating on the earlier mentioned preservation, production and creation, distribution and 

consumption of these permanently changing resources and certainly result new focuses from 

time to time. One of the new focuses can be the sustainability and sustainable development, 

where the museums through their basic activities and operational processes should pay more 

and more attention on sustainability challenges. According to this new focus in the everyday 

operation, despite of the many approaches of different institutions, museum associations, GO, 

NGO and market actors, the most often appearing activities are the next: 

− Starting energy saving programs; 

− Renewable energy use; 

− Sustainable waste management; 

− Using sustainable development strategies; 

− Become self-sufficient institutions; 

− Minimize environmental impacts of the institution; 

− Intensifying public engagement; 

− Developing education programs focusing on sustainability. 

In the next part, there are three examples from different parts of the world to picture the 

similarities and differences of some approaches. 

Example 1.: a market actor 

The first example is a Canadian company with the main profile of offering planning services 

in museums, cultural and heritage sector (Lord Cultural Resources Inc.  http://www.lord.ca/). 

                                                      
1 http://www.southatlanticlcc.org/profiles/blogs/what-are-cultural-resources (15.10.2015.) 
2 http://www.central2013.eu/about-central/priorities/competitiveness/cultural-resources/ (15.10.2015.) 

http://www.lord.ca/
http://www.southatlanticlcc.org/profiles/blogs/what-are-cultural-resources
http://www.central2013.eu/about-central/priorities/competitiveness/cultural-resources/
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The managers and the leaders of this market actor have presented several guidelines and ideas 

concentrating on the sustainability challenges of museums and cultural heritage institutions in 

the last two decades. According to these activities they identify 5 key resources upon which 

museums depend.3 These resources are the next: 

– Collections – the products of nature, human labor and creativity; 

– Ideas – role in intellectual life; 

– Community support – creatively utilizing collections and authentic stories to engage the 

public; 

– Energy – as in buildings, heat, lighting, labor, etc.; 

– Money – financial needs of operation. 

Parallel with these resources that could basically result a sustainable operation, there are 

some more aspects of planning that are particularly effective in addressing museums 

sustainability issues, namely the accountability and financial planning; the environmental 

stewardship; and the managment of the challenges of cultural diversity. 

This approach is a market oriented approach when a company tries to sell its service for 

other organizations, creating a new focus for the institutions where this knowledge elements 

and competencies are missing or the everyday operation is based on other priorities. On the 

other hand, it could be an interesting question that these institutions that play an important role 

in managing cultural resources are forced to develop this new strategic orientation or this is 

just a voluntary action of the given museum, institution or some colleagues of the organization? 

Of course there are some situations where the mainly state financed organizations are lack of 

financial and human resources and they have no capacity to follow up the new orientation, and 

they either have no resources to buy these services from the market. 

Example 2.: Guidelines for Policy and Practice in Museums and Galleries 

The second example shows how the govermental sector makes attempts to sketch sustainability 

guidelines for policy and practice in museums and galleries in Australia.4 This policy has three 

main fields, oparations, collections and education: 

– Operations: museums have to manage their financial and human resources in a sustainable 

way, they should use sustainable practices in their own operations. They can also serve as 

models of good practice in a wide range of activities including the management of their 

resources, decision-making and policy development. 

– Collections: Museums also have a role in the sustainable development and management of 

natural and cultural heritage collections where the main aspect could be to prevent and 

present these collections for future generations, show to the public how the past generations 

used (or overused) their resources and help to understand the connections between the 

economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainability. 

– Education: Museums also can play an active and important role in social engagement and 

should seek ongoing relationships with community organizations, civil groups and 

employers. Museums can bring people together across differences and can help to promote 

individual and collective engagement with the ideas and issues of sustainability.  

                                                      
3 Museums and Sustainability: Economy, Culture and Community http://www.lord.ca/Me-

dia/Artcl_MSustainability-EconomyCultureComm-GL-Irish.pdf (12.10.2015.) 
4 http://www.museumsaustralia.org.au/userfiles/file/Policies/sustainability.pdf (15.10.2015.) 

http://www.lord.ca/Media/Artcl_MSustainability-EconomyCultureComm-GL-Irish.pdf
http://www.lord.ca/Media/Artcl_MSustainability-EconomyCultureComm-GL-Irish.pdf
http://www.museumsaustralia.org.au/userfiles/file/Policies/sustainability.pdf
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According to the guidelines, there are some ways in which museums can educate for 

sustainability (6.3): 

− Museums build on and showcase their own progress towards sustainability; 

− Through partnerships, museums showcase the progress of others; 

− Museums develop partnerships with the local community in sustainability awareness 

projects and information sharing; 

− Museums provide forums for the presentation of new knowledge and the debate  of 

important sustainability issues such as reconciliation, poverty, population, global 

warming and biodiversity; 

− Museums assist community groups with their work by advising and adding to their 

knowledge on sustainability; 

− Museums present complex issues, such as global warming, in ways that are inclusive 

and accessible – both in publications and in displays.5 

Example 3.: A Hungarian Museum 

The Balaton Museum, Keszthely, Hungary, due to the raising awareness of the principles of 

sustainability in the last years, is developing a a new sustainability strategy6 of the institution 

where the first main focus is the sustainable resource management (renewable/non-renewable), 

the second priority is the protection of the environment, sustainable waste management, and 

the third aim is the implementation of sustainable management of architectural values, 

landscapes and cultural resources of the city and the region. 

This institution shows important priority changes in the last few years concentrating more 

on satisfying the needs of the public, raising the level of interactivity of the exhibitions, rethink 

the traditional role of the museum and serves as a more responsible actor in the local and 

regional economic, social and environmental situation. To change the old way of thinking and 

follow up the new strategic orientation, the museum needs the active participation of the ma-

nagement and the employees as well. 

After these examples, using the framework of the Australian Guidelines for Policy and 

Practice in Museums and Galleries, the present challenges of the three main fields of 

sustainability actions in museums (operation, collection and education) are in focus in this part. 

Operation 

In the everyday operation of a museum, the first important field is the reach of the institutional-

financial sustainability to ensure the required resources for the activities of the institution. This 

is a very important challenge as most of the organizations financed and maintained by the state. 

The financial resources coming from the governmental sector are not in a stable level, which 

results a permanent adaptation process, financial instability and insecurity, and unpredictable 

situations, which could risk the normal operation of the given museum. If the way of finance 

is not changing, museums should pay much more attention for fund-raising, projects or any 

other activities that could result extra budget incomes. It is a big question that the available 

human resources, the knowledge and competencies are feasible for producing these outside 

resources or not. In most of the situations (esspecially in Hungary) there is a lack of these 

                                                      
5 http://www.museumsaustralia.org.au/userfiles/file/Policies/sustainability.pdf (15.10.2015.) 
6 A Balatoni Múzeum Fenntarthatósági Terve (Local Agenda 21) http://www.balatonimuzeum.hu/rolunk/ 

koezerdek-adatok (12.10.2015.) 

http://www.museumsaustralia.org.au/userfiles/file/Policies/sustainability.pdf
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competencies and those colleagues are forced to produce extra budget incomes or forced to 

participate in projects sometimes don’t have proper knowledge and sometimes these activities 

are only working at the expense of their normal, everyday work. 

In an idealistic situation the financial background is stable and predictable, the institutions 

have enough resources to buy these competencies from the market. If these circumstances are 

not given, the institutions have to develop different types of surviving strategies (instead of 

strategic planning) to ensure the normal operation and pay enough attention for managing 

preservation, production/creation, distribution and consumption of cultural resources. 

Sustainable resource management (utilities, waste, renewable resources) is also could be 

an important priority if the management and the colleagues deal with these fields and prefer 

sustainable solutions in resource management. There are certain situations where the 

infrastuctural background is simply not appropriate for a more sustainable operation as the 

building are old, the utilities are from the 20th Century or from even more earlier periods: in 

this situation the remodelling, rebuilding only works from outside (mainly govermental) 

resources. These outside resources are depending from the actual (political) preferences that 

cannot affect every institution at the same level. Of course in a newly built infrastructure it has 

to be a cruical priority to create and develop the proper conditions for sustainable resource 

management. 

Collection 

In case of collections there is an urgent need for new type of exhibitions, conceptions, where 

the presented collections show correctly the relations between man and the nature. To reach 

these aim, instead of, or parallel with cronological presentation it should be very important to 

show the causes and effects of human activities and negative feedbacks of these activities as 

well. There are only a small number of institutions that pay enough attetion for this way of 

thinking, where the human adaptation processes, conflicts between man and nature, or the 

overuse of some resources appear clearly, parallel with the possible solutions and strategies. If 

we are looking back to the human cultural and environmental history there are thousands and 

thousands of successful and also unsuccessful stories about these challenges, and the museums 

have the phisical objects of human activities to create exhibitions to show these processes to 

the public. 

Education 

Museums could play also an important role to show and change the new attitudes and 

perspectives, the links between environment, economy and society with developing 

sustainability education programs. These programs are appropriate tools for giving 

infromation, assistance, preparation where actual, local community questions and challenges 

can be in focus. 

Every generation has to understand the principles and ideas behind the sustainability, 

sustainability has to be integrated into education curriculums of the museums as well. These 

learning processes could produce (more) active citizens who are able to solve the problems 

with creativity, who understand the working mechanisms of environment, society, and 

economy, understand the connections between these elements and make responsible decisions 

in their individual and public actions. 

It is also very important to attract different generations and agegroups (learning with play 

–for every generation, family programs, etc.) including adults with raising the community 
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involvement, intensifying the participation and public engagement. For a museum it is good if 

the institution can identify correctly the needs of the potential visitors and participants. To 

reach this the marketing approach is inevitable, as the raise of the level of interest and 

involvement (’have a stake in it’ – Getty Center, Los Angeles: free charge of electric vehicles) 

is also very important. 

Summary 

’Cultural resources are resources important to cultures’: the idea of sustainability has to be the 

part of the culture and has to be important for cultures in the next few years where museums 

could play an important role in this process. Some museums certainly can do much more to 

reach these aims (special collections, natural history museums, national parks and exhibitions, 

etc.), but change the way of thinking is important everywhere, every museum could find its 

role to play in this new orientation. 

Almost 40 year experience of education for sustainability shows that there have been 

several global, regional and local attempts, activities, programs but on the other hand it is 

impossible to change the way of thinking of humanity from one day to another.  If we are 

looking back to the history it is clear that these processes usually worked when negative 

feedbacks were strong enough which were forced the people to change their way of thinking 

and way of life. Most of the cases these learning and adapting processes were not very nice 

and peaceful, although on the whole it was a successful story, but not for everyone and not for 

every time. Right now the basic aim could be to solve and control the challenges of humankind 

without crisis, which is a common ‘game’ so everybody is involved at every stage and level  

all over the world. In permanently changing environmental and socioeconomic circumstances 

is very hard to forecast what we should learn and what is going to be useful in the future. The 

changes of the world are relatively fast, in most of the cases we are not able to see all the 

changes, we are not able to feel the real situations, and hardly can say what and how we have 

to react to reach better solutions. Developing sustainability approach in museums could be one 

answer for these challenges. 
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