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In contemporary
art museums, artists tend 

to reflect on the social 
problems that define the 
times in which they live. 
The question often arises 

as to whether artists 
can bring about social 

change by reflecting on 
the issues around them, 

which in a contemporary 
context often includes 

sustainability.

O
ne of the most important basic functions of museums is to preserve the 
cultural resources of communites, not only for the present but also for 
future generations. Museums are primarily responsible for the preserva-
tion, care and transfer of cultural values, but they also provide visitors 
with emotional and intellectual experiences. They have become some of 
the most effective sites for free-choice learning, and their educational 
value has increased considerably with the growth of lifelong learning, 
(Málaga and Brown 2019). Museums of the future will likely be judged 

on how well they provide value to society through sensitivity to communities’ specific 
needs (Brown 2019). They are transitioning from ‘spaces of conservation’ and exhi-
bition into ‘places of communication with society’ (González-Herrera et al. 2023).
ICOM’s new definition of museums (2022a) reflects the latter’s growing emphasis on 
sustainability. The general aim of museums today is to achieve the greatest possible 
cultural, social and economic impact, while having minimal repercussions on the en-
vironment (Pop and Borza 2016). Research on SDGs (sustainable development goals) 
by CIMAM (International Committee for Museums and Collections of Modern Art) 
demonstrates ‘the importance of museums leading by example, respecting society, 
the environment, and their pivotal educational role within communities. Embracing 
this responsibility serves as the key driver for cultural institutions to enact posi-
tive change’ (ICOM 2022b, n. page). Museums’ principles of sustainability are built 
around two main objectives (Virto et al. 2017):
1. Building a deep, long-term relationship with the widest possible audience;
2. �Responding to changing political, social, environmental, and economic contexts 

and developing a clear, long-term set of goals that reflect society’s expectations.
Although there seems to be an obvious link between culture, museums and sustain-
ability, the relationship has not been explored extensively. It is especially important to 
investigate the role of museums in cultural sustainability, the contribution of different 
stakeholders and the implications for cultural policy (Stylianou-Lambert et al. 2014). 
This article explores the meaning of cultural sustainability in museums, which over-
laps with the United Nations 2030 SDGs in terms of inclusive, equitable education 
and lifelong learning, and focuses on contemporary art museums, which have been 
relatively under-researched compared to other types of museums. In contemporary 
art museums, artists tend to reflect on the social problems that define the times in 
which they live. The question often arises as to whether artists can bring about social 
change by reflecting on the issues around them, which in a contemporary context 
often includes sustainability. 
In this article we present a case study of Hungary, a country in which the museum 
‘landscape’ is undergoing change, with examples of already-innovative practices, es-
pecially involving contemporary art museums. 14 in-depth interviews with contem-
porary art museum professionals highlight the growing importance of cultural sus-
tainability, while examples of artist-centred outreach projects with disadvantaged 
communities illustrate social inclusion in context. This research sheds light on the 
role of contemporary art museums in achieving the SDGs, diversifying audiences by 
reaching more communities and creating engaging experiences for visitors.

Theoretical background
Museums and sustainability

Museums are connected to and can 
advance the SDGs (United Nations 

2015). An increasing number of muse-
ums are embracing these goals and lead-
ing by example (Cerquetti and Montella 
2021). Regarding environmental sustain-
ability, the role of museums can be un-
derstood at two levels: on the one hand, 
how much attention is paid to the mu-
seum’s building and operations? On the 
other hand, how can it raise awareness 
around the importance of the environ-
ment? Research shows that exhibitions 
related to sustainability can contribute 
to changing visitors’ behaviour at an 

individual action level (Navas Iannini 
and Pedretti 2022). They can encourage 
visitors to become responsible citizens 
who act responsibly in their own com-
munities, and make better and fairer 
choices about the environment. 

Environmentally conscious opera-
tion is perhaps one of the biggest 

21st-century challenges for museums, 
as they usually operate in large, of-
ten historic buildings with high ener-
gy consumption requirements. The fu-
ture could bring a major breakthrough 
in the ‘greening’ of outdated, energy-
intensive museum buildings, of which 

there are a growing number of inter-
national examples that are either al-
ready implemented or in progress. For 
example, Aleksandrov (2021) presents 
a study on innovative solutions used in 
energy-efficient retrofitting of the old 
building of the Alvar Aalto Museum. 
Rome’s MAXXI (National Museum of 
21st Century Arts) is another notable 
example, as is the initiative of ICOM 
Austria, in which 17 Austrian muse-
ums were involved in interpreting the 
17 SDG goals. Based on this last initia-
tive, a manual was published in 2022 
(ICOM Austria 2022), which includes 
best practices on how to implement the 
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SDGs in museums. In Spain, thanks to 
the energy provider ACCIONA Green 
Energy Developments, 22 public muse-
ums already use electricity from renew-
able energy sources and there are plans 
to include more in the programme. The 
German Museums Association started 
to draw up a sustainability code with a 
draft certification model for museums 
and the organisations that operate them 
in 2023. However, cultural sustainability 
has not yet been a prominent focus in 
museum initiatives.

Cultural sustainability

Cultural sustainability was first de-
fined by the World Commission 

on Culture and Development (1995) as 
facilitating intergenerational and trans-
generational access to culture, with each 
generation acting as a user and custodi-
an of cultural heritage for future gener-
ations. The concept implies that sustain-
able development takes place in a way 

that respects society’s cultural capital 
and values (Mpofu 2012). This dimen-
sion of sustainability is primarily con-
cerned with safeguarding ‘the continuity 
of cultural values that link past, present 
and future’ (Kocaturk et al. 2023, p. 18). 
Throsby (2016) suggests that it is the 
job of a museum to serve the commu-
nity and society and to create value for 
future generations. Museums have been 
defined as places where cultural content 
is created and where the crossover be-
tween cultures and generations is en-
sured (Llamazares de Prado 2021). 

Although various sustainable museum 
models have been proposed in the 

past, including ‘archétopy’ (Campolmi 
2013) and the ‘ecological museum’ (Jung 
2011), this article was inspired mostly by 
the approach of Stylianou-Lambert et 
al. (2014), who consider culture as the 
fourth and most important pillar for the 
sustainable development of museums. 

Their model takes into account recom-
mendations from museum associations 
as well as discourses on multicultural-
ism, inclusion and community partic-
ipation. Table 1 shows the parameters 
that should ideally be considered when 
designing (culturally) sustainable muse-
ums. In the original model (Stylianou-
Lambert et al. 2014, p. 570) circles 
representing the different parameters in-
tersect because certain parameters may 
be common to several pillars. 

Cultural sustainability 
and social inclusion

The 21st century museum can be 
seen as a living institution and so-

cial space that stimulates community 
development, attracts visitors and en-
courages personal interactions with art-
ists, through which people can be made 
aware of important current social issues 
(Pencarelli et al. 2016). Museums have 
increasingly been described as spaces 

Economic Environmental Social Cultural

 – �Fundraising
 – Cultural tourism
 – Cultural employment
 – �Economic revitalisation 

of local community

 – �Urban planning 
and regeneration

 – �Eco-buildings / Energy 
efficiency

 – �Landscape planning
 – �Environmental education
 – �Eco-events / Exhibitions

 – Wellbeing
 – Sense of place
 – Social responsibility
 – �Active citizenship / 

Participation Engagement

 – Heritage preservation
 – �Cultural skills and knowledge
 – Memory / Identity
 – �New audiences / Inclusion
 – �Cultural diversity / 

Intercultural dialogue
 – Creativity and innovation
 – Artistic vitality

Fig. 1. Ludwig Museum – Museum of Contemporary Art. © Balázs Glódi

Table 1. Most important elements in a culture-focused four-dimensional museum model (based on Stylianou-Lambert et al. 2014, p. 570).
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of social empowerment and agents with 
social responsibility (González-Herrera 
et al. 2023). Cultural sustainability is es-
pecially important because culture is a 
universal right, which needs to be con-
sidered from an inclusive perspective. 
Culture needs to be made accessible to 
all people regardless of their intellectu-
al, physical, sensory or other conditions, 
which means adapting spaces and creat-
ing experiences that take special needs 
into consideration (González-Herrera et 
al. 2023). Museums have been referred 
to as agents of social inclusion since 
the 1990s, referring primarily to the 
need to reach the widest possible audi-
ence (Sandell 1998). However, Wang et 
al. (2020) found that certain factors like 
educational attainment by occupation, 
academic interest, income, distance, 
age and gender still influence museum 
attendance. Morse (2021) refers to the 
museum as a ‘space of social care’ which 
should provide practical and emotional 
support for people so that they can en-
gage with culture on their own terms.

As a museum practice, social inclu-
sion means making the cultural di-

mension accessible to a wider range of 
visitors. It also refers to museums’ ca-
pacity to empower their visitors in so-
cial, economic and political dimensions 
(Huang and Liem 2022). The new mu-
seum definition from ICOM (2022a) 

states that visitor experiences should 
provide ‘education, enjoyment, reflec-
tion and knowledge sharing’. Implicit 
in these aims is the need to consider so-
cial diversity, accessibility and inclusion 
(Springinzeisz 2022). Inclusion has been 
defined as a philosophy or frame of ref-
erence that is based on values such as 
sustainability, as well as respect for dif-
ferences, participation, collaboration 
and trust (Gigerl et al. 2022). 

According to Nielsen (2015) the sus-
tainability of a museum depends on 

its relevance to the community and vis-
itors, and according to Viau-Courville 
(2021) museums need to place great-
er emphasis on developing commu-
nity participation projects. This is not 
only important for them in terms of 
knowledge transfer, but also as a means 
of building cultural awareness. Worts 
(2015) argues for rethinking and restruc-
turing culture by assessing the cultural 
needs of the community and examining 
how museums can benefit from develop-
ing new ‘out-of-the-box’ strategies to en-
gage diverse audiences.

Increasingly, museums are moving away 
from autocratic, one-way cultural me-

diation from above. Instead, they are 
approaching the visitor as an active in-
terpreter who creates his or her under-
standing of the work based on personal 

experiences, associations, doubts and 
identity, making the museum ‘an open 
work that is completed by the visitor’ 
(Stylianou-Lambert 2010, p. 141). Aurel 
et al. (2017) suggest that the contempo-
rary museum should be visitor-oriented, 
stimulating and collaborative, but also 
discrete and innovative. Public involve-
ment and engagement can be increased 
through the improvement of technology 
and digitalisation (Guccio et al. 2016). 
According to Schaper et al. (2018), in-
teractivity can help reach many poten-
tial visitors who avoid museums because 
they believe that strict rules of behaviour 
limit the visitor experience. Carr (2021) 
investigates the importance of age diver-
sity for the sustainability of museums 
and the role of younger generations who 
are more socially connected and social-
ly aware. Opening museum boards to 
younger participants can help museums 
respond flexibly to these challenges and 
ensure the sustainability of museums 
now and in the future. 

Contemporary art museums

Traditionally, contemporary art mu-
seums have been considered less 

‘democratic’ than other types of muse-
ums (Hooper-Greenhill 2007). One of 
the biggest challenges they face is that 
they are typically visited by audiences 
with higher education degrees. A large 
percentage of the population does not 

Fig. 2. Visitors with visual impairment at Emese Benczúr’s installation Feel, 2019, Common Affairs exhibition, 
Ludwig Museum – Museum of Contemporary Art. © Balázs Glódi
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see these museums as places where they 
belong or feel comfortable (Simon 2010). 
Gigerl et al. (2022) suggest that, despite 
their great efforts towards social inclu-
sion, contemporary art museums still 
have a long way to go. Sergi (2021) has ar-
gued that social diversity needs to be vis-
ible in collections and artworks so that 
museums do not continue to be agents 
of social exclusion. However, among the 
different types of museums, contempo-
rary art institutions are perhaps the best 
equipped to reflect on the social prob-
lems of our time.

Azmat et al. (2018) underline the im-
pact of art-based intervention on 

sustainable development. They empha-
sise its social contributions, such as ed-
ucating and creating awareness about 
various social problems. At the individ-
ual level, this involves building pride, 
self-esteem, knowledge, awareness, so-
cial transformation, confidence and 
tolerance. At the organisational level, it 
serves as a platform that creates social 
harmony, breaks down barriers of igno-
rance and connects people. At the soci-
etal level, it increases social inclusion, 
cohesion, transformation and harmony 
and strengthens communities.

In museums working with living art-
ists, there is much more opportuni-

ty for joint thinking between the artist 
and society, for creative diversity and for 

learning related to current and future vi-
sions of society (CIMAM 2023). In 2023, 
the CIMAM conference (Buenos Aires) 
focused for the first time on the social 
role of contemporary art museums. 
Through contemporary art, art muse-
ums can form a bridge between the active 
creative community and today’s society. 
Such museums can function as import-
ant places for inclusivity and social jus-
tice by creating public spaces for reflec-
tion. One prominent example of this is 
the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, 
the Netherlands. Their temporary ex-
hibition Everything Worthwhile is Done 
With Other People (2023) examined ‘how 
the museum can serve long-term collab-
orative practices centred on sustainable 
and conscious working methods’ (e-flux 
2023, n. page). 

The Hungarian context

One recently published study shows 
the regional differences in sustain-

ability between European contemporary 
art museums (Fehér and Ásványi 2023). 
The research revealed that the former so-
cialist countries of Eastern Europe (in-
cluding Hungary) have many social, eco-
nomic and political characteristics that 
can affect the sustainable operation of 
museums, such as lack of access to cul-
ture for disadvantaged communities or 
lack of sponsorship of culture. Further 
investigation is needed to better under-
stand this phenomenon. The book Open 

Museum (Frazon, 2018), one of the most 
important contributions in Hungarian 
research on the topics in question, ex-
plores the possibilities of museums’ role 
in community participation and cooper-
ation and how they can become more so-
cially orientated.

In 2021-22, the Pulszky Society 
(Hungarian Museum Association) or-

ganised a series of workshops on the 
topic of museum sustainability in which 
professionals from 22 museums par-
ticipated. The goal was to brainstorm, 
share good examples and develop the 
sustainability strategy of each muse-
um. Following international initiatives, 
ICOM Hungary’s conference entitled 
Museums, Sustainability, and Wellbeing 
(2023) examined the role of museums in 
relation to three sustainable development 
goals: health and wellbeing (SDG 3), cli-
mate change (SDG 13) and terrestrial 
ecosystem protection (SDG  15). A re-
cent exhibition at the Ludwig Museum – 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Handle 
With Care (2023), highlights that muse-
ums have a caring role, from the careful 
handling of artefacts to interacting with 
the challenges affecting society to the 
protection of nature and Earth. 

Fig. 3. Ludwig 30. Always Contemporary exhibition interior, 2019, Ludwig Museum – Museum of Contemporary Art. © József Rosta
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Research method

Museums, especially in Hungary, still 
have significant gaps in their sus-

tainable practices and need to make a 
conscious effort to connect themselves 
more integrally to the societies in which 
they operate. Museum professionals 
have been increasingly concerned about 
the changes affecting their institutions: 
dwindling public funding, changing vis-
itor expectations, the challenges of new 
technology, the growing focus on the 
environment and the widening gaps be-
tween different social groups. The re-
search in this study therefore addresses 
some of these issues with reference to 
contemporary art museums in Hungary, 

with a special focus on the Ludwig 
Museum – Museum of Contemporary 
Art. Our two main research questions 
are the following: What is the relation-
ship between contemporary art muse-
ums and cultural sustainability?; How 
do contemporary art museums address 
social inclusion within the context of 
cultural sustainability?

We conducted in-depth interviews 
with 14 contemporary art muse-

um professionals1 in Hungary to assess 
the growing importance of cultural sus-
tainability. The interviews were under-
taken with professionals from different 

functional areas including museum edu-
cation, curatorship, communication and 
marketing. Non-probability sampling 
was used. The questions were open-
ended and a content analysis method 
was used to process the answers. The 
semi-structured interviews contained 
15 main questions and consisted of two 
parts. The purpose of the first part was 
to explore the museum work methods 
employed by the participants and the 
challenges they face. The second part fo-
cused on their experiences of coopera-
tion with a wider audience, particularly 
with disadvantaged communities.

Findings

The research examined several issues 
related to cultural sustainability in 

the context of contemporary art muse-
ums. These include encouraging wider 
participation in art, examining the ways 
in which museums engage with commu-
nities, the process of knowledge sharing 
and the design of visitor experiences.

Engaging communities

During the interviews, museum pro-
fessionals explained that encour-

aging participation in art is one of the 
basic conditions for encouraging cul-
tural sustainability, as fewer and fewer 
people are interested in art. Many peo-
ple do not visit museums due to lack of 
interest, money or time. The museum 

professionals we interviewed believe that 
younger generations consider culture to 
be somewhat ‘dry and boring’. They stat-
ed that museums are more successful in 
countries like Germany or the United 
Kingdom where museum visits have be-
come a part of everyday life, which is not 
the case in Hungary.

Fig. 4. Participation of young visitors in collective creation at the Ludwig 30. Always Contemporary exhibition, Ludwig Museum – Museum of 
Contemporary Art. © Krisztina Szipőcs
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If museums want to reach a wider au-
dience, they need to help people to 

understand art, as not all visitors have 
a cultural knowledge base. The inter-
viewees believe that more visual edu-
cation is needed, and it should start at 
a very young age: in kindergarten. A 
new pictogram system using an info-
communication tool was developed by 
museum professionals, designers and 
educators in museum spaces to promote 
inclusivity of people with text compre-
hension difficulties, including children 
and the elderly. These initiatives were 
developed during a series of tests and 
refined by educational specialists target-
ing affected groups and individuals, and 
have already been used by the Kassák 
Museum, Ludwig Museum and Museum 
of Ethnography in Hungary. In addition 
to the pictograms, exhibition wall text 
and leaflets were also used to translate 
the abstract conceptual reflections typ-
ical of contemporary art practice into 
easily understandable language. 

Anyone trying to understand a work 
of art in a museum needs to develop 

cognitive skills, which museums them-
selves can try to encourage through ed-
ucation or other forms of experience. 
Creative workshops and participatory 
methods can help in developing people’s 
expressive skills and in understanding 
the processes behind art. However, there 
can also be some challenges, as the case 
study below illustrates.

Experimental exhibitions: the 
challenges of visitor engagement 
at the Ludwig Museum

The Ludwig Museum in Budapest was 
founded by Irene and Peter Ludwig 

in 1989, just before the fall of communist 
rule. Since its founding, the museum has 
represented a new voice in Central and 
Eastern Europe and has been a signifi-
cant force in shaping the Hungarian con-
temporary art scene. With its progres-
sive exhibitions and museum education 
methodology, it plays a proactive role 
in the process of museum renewal. In 
2019 and for the first time in Hungary2, 
the Ludwig Museum introduced a new 
museum model that gave visitors much 
more space to interact with and reflect 
on exhibitions instead of passively ob-
serving. This was an important mile-
stone in the process to engage visitors. 
As the museum was being re-designed, 
professionals identified several chal-
lenges related to interacting with a wid-
er range of visitors and also started to 
understand the limits of their flexibility.

In 2019, the Ludwig 30: Always Contem
porary exhibition was organised on the 

occasion of the museum’s 30th anniver-
sary. The concept of the exhibition was 
to realise the idea of an open, inclusive 
museum. The exhibition invited visitors 
on a journey through time, from past 
to present to future. The museum staff 
jointly developed various participatory 
methods, a basic principle of sustainable 

museum operation where everyone 
contributes to creating the exhibition 
content. The starting point was con-
temporary art and the collection, but in-
teraction with the visitors was given the 
same importance, shifting the emphasis 
from artefacts to dialogue.

In the central and largest space of the 
exhibition area, four temporary exhi-

bitions featuring pieces from the col-
lection (each comprising 10-15 works 
on average) were alternated every two 
weeks. In the surrounding spaces, the 
museum created different opportunities 
for visitors to interact. It was important 
to offer both children and adult visitors 
challenges that encouraged them to en-
gage their creative, physical or cognitive 
abilities. For example, in a square room, 
each of the four walls was linked to an 
exhibition of the Ludwig 30, where vis-
itors were invited to create a collective 
work. There were tools and instructions 
related to the theme and for a 2-week 
period visitors could use these tools to 
create something. In one of the rooms, 
there was a section called ‘My Museum’ 
where visitors could submit personal 
objects that in some way related or re-
sponded to a particular work in the col-
lection. This approach allowed them to 
take on a curatorial role and participate 
in the narrative.

Fig. 5. Museum educator plays chess with visually impaired visitor, Ludwig 30. Always Contemporary exhibition, Ludwig Museum – Museum 
of Contemporary Art. © Dániel Végel
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However, some artists who had previ-
ously been rejected by the curators 

due to not achieving the ‘quality’ of ex-
hibit required by the museum, posed as 
average museum visitors and brought in 
their work. In the most extreme manifes-
tation, some photographed their works 
in the space and announced on social 
media that their exhibition had opened 
at the museum. Staff were shocked by 
this unexpected event and considered 
it a breach of professionalism, but con-
cluded that they should think more care-
fully about this type of invitation in the 
future to address the sensitivities of art-
ists as well as the general public.

Visitors were also able to vote on art-
works from the collection using an 

online platform, and those with the most 
votes were displayed in the final exhibi-
tion. The initiative was very popular, but 
users hacked the system and collected 
votes for their own choices and purpos-
es. Once again, the museum viewed the 
process as a failure, despite its good in-
tentions of encouraging visitor engage-
ment and involvement. Voting is a good 
way to activate the audience and staff 
would like to use it in the future, but it 
requires digital solutions that exclude 
such hacking possibilities. 

There were a set of tasks and tools for 
reflecting on each exhibition sec-

tion. In the first case, it was very simple 
— creating graffiti — and many people 
drew and left prints on the museum wall. 
However, for the last two exhibitions, the 
tasks became more difficult and fewer 
people attempted them. In one challeng-
ing task, visitors were asked to reflect 
on the meaning of ‘sharing’ using pre-
defined pictorial icons; in another, they 
were asked to organise an exhibition us-
ing a small-scale exhibition space mod-
el and printed artwork photographs. 
Visitors broke the rules by creating their 
own ideas and scrawling graffiti on walls 
that were not intended for this purpose. 
It was concluded that instructions need-
ed to be simpler and clearer.

The exhibition was accompanied by 
a survey. Volunteers at the entrance 

asked visitors to fill in a questionnaire on 
arrival and departure, which sought to 
explore visitors’ preconceptions of a con-
temporary art exhibition and to judge 
whether they viewed a work by an artist 
invited by the organisers as ‘art’. The re-
sults of the questionnaire were present-
ed in a workshop by museum experts 
and the research provoked strong reac-
tions among the professionals and visi-
tors who participated regarding what the 
visitors considered to be art compared to 
the curators. This raises important ques-
tions about who should decide what is 

art and which pieces should be included 
in a museum’s exhibition. 

As one communication expert stated 
in an interview, the exhibition was 

very well attended and the public’s en-
thusiasm for the museum’s exhibitions 
has continued. Therefore, from a visi-
tor perspective, the museum exhibition 
seemed to have been a success. However, 
museum professionals found it difficult 
to accept that visitors did not cooperate 
in the way they had intended. ‘We think 
we made a huge step forward’, the expert 
explained. ‘The museum collective joint-
ly conceived and implemented an art 
project with the collection at its core, we 
showed what we thought about the mu-
seum, we encouraged visitors to partici-
pate, the exhibition space became inter-
active and multi-voiced. We modelled a 
museum of the future, but one that went 
beyond us’. 

As Simon (2010) notes, the ‘chief dif-
ference between traditional and par-

ticipatory design is the way that infor-
mation flows between institutions and 
users’ (n. page). In the participatory ap-
proach ‘[d]esigners focus on making the 
content consistent and high quality, so 
that every visitor, regardless of her back-
ground or interests, receives a reliably 
good experience.’ (Ibid.). Simon also 
states that ‘[t]he institution serves as a 
“platform” that connects different users 

Fig. 6. Teachers participating at workshop related to the Handle with Care exhibition, 2023, 
Ludwig Museum – Museum of Contemporary Art. © Zsófia Szabó
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who act as content creators, distribu-
tors, consumers, critics and collabora-
tors’ (Ibid.). In this case, there seems to 
be room for further discussion and un-
derstanding of how to harmonise the de-
sign of visitor experiences with the (de-
sired) behaviour of the end users. This 
may require further research on and 
understanding of visitor profiles, needs 
and motivations to avoid ‘top-down’ 
assumptions. 

Creating awareness about different 
social, environmental and economic 
problems

Curators explained in interviews that 
when they are planning an exhibi-

tion, such as the Ludwig Museum’s 2021 
Slow Life, they are in constant dialogue 
with living artists and are confronted 
in their own work and personal lives 
with the real-time societal challeng-
es that contemporary art is increasing-
ly facing. Contemporary art museums 
are increasingly engaging in collabo-
rative projects based on socially sensi-
tive themes, recognising the pivotal role 
of artists in identifying and addressing 
such issues. Visitors can engage in such 
art projects by responding to the artwork 
and the social problems represented. 
‘Contemporary art deals with migration 
and criticism of capitalism, which is also 
linked to the climate catastrophe and the 
global impact of the endless exploitation 
of natural resources’, noted one curator. 
‘These topics are also present in contem-
porary art and our curatorial team is 
currently dealing with a related exhibi-
tion concept’.

Through their exhibition narratives, 
museums play an important role in 

mediating, raising awareness and thereby 
shaping visitors’ perceptions. Exhibition 
curators are central to thematising pub-
lic discourse about social issues, thus 
shaping perceptions by communicating 
messages to wider audiences.

The central idea behind the exhi-
bition Slow Life: Radical Practices 

of the Everyday was conceived almost 
two years before the Covid-19 pandem-
ic. During the months that the Ludwig 
Museum’s curatorial team had been 
working on the preparation and imple-
mentation of the exhibition and pro-
gramme series — scheduled to open for 
nearly five months in April 2020 — they 
could not have guessed how close and 
pressing its topics would become as a 
result of the global pandemic. ‘Slow life’ 

had all of a sudden become an everyday 
reality, a forced way of life in the global 
world. As stated in the introduction to 
the exhibition:

The slow approach represents 
a need to rethink existing structures 
and reorganise established practices 
in the fields of society, economy 
and everyday life alike. Its essence can 
be best expressed by consciousness 
and a critical attitude, from ethical 
consumption and voluntary simplicity 
to the concept of a no‑growth 
economy. (Slow Life: Radical Practices 
of the Everyday, wall text)

The ‘quarantine of consumption’, the 
Stay Home Movement, the decline 

in air travel and the slowing economy 
are just some of the unexpected conse-
quences of the virus, which vividly point 
to the positive effects of a ‘slower life’, 
but also pose enormous challenges to 
humanity. 

Through the reflections of the con-
temporary artists, the visitors were 

able to get involved both intellectually 
and emotionally in the topic. A micro-
site was also created for the exhibition, 
where additional interviews and videos 
could be found. The site was also used 
for educational purposes and the muse-
um educators held online lessons for stu-
dents related to the topic.

Art education as a tool 
for social transformation 

Museum professionals emphasised 
the irreplaceable role of art educa-

tion and artistic expression in individual 
development and education and in shap-
ing society. The greatest benefit of art ed-
ucation is that disadvantaged people are 
exposed to a creative environment that 
removes them from their daily lives and 
which they can later remember with 
fondness. ‘I have had students living in 
deep poverty, and I have had students 
living in prison, I think it was interest-
ing for them just to be able to come into 
a museum, such an elitist environment, 
and be part of a collective thinking’, a 
museum educator explained.

At the same time, it is important that 
people with disadvantaged back-

grounds are not isolated as visitors: they 
should instead be integrated with other 
visitors in museum visits or education-
al activities. One of the museum educa-
tors described how ‘every year a group of 

young people from disadvantaged back-
grounds from the countryside comes to 
a Lego programme on the night of the 
museums. They don’t get a separate ses-
sion, but they meet the visitors and talk 
to them, so there is a connection’. 

Museums usually come into con-
tact with disadvantaged groups by 

working with organisations that deal 
with communities in some kind of dif-
ficulty. As one of the museum educators 
explained:

For me, one of the highlights of the 
Homeless in Museums programme 
was when homeless people and 
museum education professionals 
sat around a table after a tour of the 
museum to discuss the importance 
of and further opportunities for 
programmes like this. This was 
an important step not only for them 
to find their way back into society, 
but also for us museum professionals 
to develop our self-awareness, 
to re‑tune our conscience, to redefine 
the notion of responsibility. 

The role of museums in the lives of 
homeless people is very signifi-

cant, as the programmes designed for 
them help to increase their self-esteem, 
self-evaluation and self-confidence. For 
participants, it is a matter of prestige: 
getting into these programmes is special, 
offering the opportunity to experience 
something new and increase their qual-
ity of life (SDG 3). These initiatives also 
promote social reintegration (SDG  10) 
and develop their social and communi-
cation skills (SDG 4). The programmes 
also support the elimination of hunger 
(SDG 2).

One of the biggest challenges iden-
tified by the experts was how to 

transfer knowledge to people with dis-
abilities, because their senses may be 
different from able-bodied or neuro-
typical visitors, for example; museums 
therefore need to understand how they 
relate to the world. For example, visually 
impaired people are a distinct commu-
nity whose social-cognitive isolation is a 
particular social problem. For them, vi-
suality is mostly conceived of as a dis-
tant memory or a present absence. One 
museum educator stated that ‘In such 
a connection, inner vision may be the 
common denominator, which is given to 
everyone — the question is how much 
attention we pay to it’.
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Common Affairs: Ludwig Museum

The Ludwig Museum’s exhibition 
Common Affairs, which was hailed 

by the interviewed experts as one of the 
most successful projects, presented seven  
collaborative art projects. The projects 
tackled social problems as diverse as 
loneliness in old age, lack of knowledge 
transfer between different generations of 
artists, the integration of newly forming 
communities moving to the countryside 
and the struggles of the micro-world of 
people working in rural agriculture. The 
project that had the strongest impact 
was Floating House, which addressed 
the process of community disintegra-
tion, displacement, increasing pover-
ty and marginalisation of place: all the 
broader socio-economic processes that 
have continued for decades in the for-
mer industrial areas of large cities. One 
of the main victims of this process are 
the children who live there, for whom 

this environment cannot function as a 
liveable home. The artist (Bence Zsin) 
who lives in this environment himself, 
recognised the problem and, with the 
help of his primary school pupils, in-
vented a story that allowed the children 
to tell their own stories.

During the project, the children cre-
ated a floating house with the help 

of the artist and described what home 
meant to them. They toured villages in 
the area with their presentation, and at 
the end of the project they lowered the 
floating house into the water of an aban-
doned mine. A large crowd gathered, and 
the positive responses from the audience 
made the students appreciate a place in 
their lives that they had considered com-
pletely worthless. The project lived on in 
the museum’s exhibition, confronting 
a wide range of visitors with the prob-
lem and fostering social awareness and 

responsibility. According to the experts 
we interviewed, if you can make choices 
and decisions in your imagination or in 
a fictional world, you can do the same in 
real life. A one-off art project can help 
to bring about positive social change if 
it can present situations, problems and 
solutions in novel ways.

Fig. 7. The role of contemporary art museums in cultural sustainability. © Zsuzsanna Fehér, Melanie Kay Smith and Katalin Ásványi
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Museums have transitioned from being primarily spaces for 
conservation and collections to becoming socially diverse spaces: 
ones that contribute to cultural sustainability by making culture 
more accessible to a wider range of people (González-Herrera et al. 

2023). Although the fundamental aim of many museums is to encourage visitor 
education, they are also becoming agents of social and political responsibility, 
positive change and empowerment (ICOM 2022b; Huang and Liem 2022). 
Cultural sustainability in the context of museums is as important as the other 
more established pillars of sustainability (economic, environmental and social) 
because of its close connections to lifelong learning and the transferring of cultural 
values from one generation to another (Throsby 2016; Llamazares de Prado 2021). 
As emphasised in the Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014) sustainable museum model, 
the cultural pillar is closely connected to cultural skills and knowledge, cultural 
diversity, new audiences and inclusion. 
Sustainability has been described as an ‘inclusive value’ (Gigerl et al. 2022) 
and the sustainability of a museum depends on its relationship to visitors 
and communities (Nielsen 2015). However, being socially inclusive has proved 
challenging in the past, especially for art museums (Hooper-Greenhill 2007; 
Simon 2010; Gigerl et al. 2022). Stylianou‑Lambert et al. (2014) refer to ‘artistic 
vitality’, which clearly plays an important role in the creation of art, but it is also 
key to engaging visitors in that art, e.g. through personal interactions with art 
and artists (Pencarelli et al. 2016). Research demonstrates the unique role that 
contemporary art museums play in cultural sustainability through their social 
inclusion activities, where they act as a mediator between living artists and their 
communities — for example, in the Ludwig Museum’s Common Affairs project. 
Their mission is twofold: to recognise the authentic, quality art that forms the basis 
of their collections, and to educate and shape the attitudes of visitors through their 
exhibitions.
Art-based interventions involving living artists that are connected to specific 
social problems can clearly have multiple benefits for individuals, organisations 
and wider society (Amzat et al. 2018; CIMAM 2023). This includes engaging 
in ‘broken world thinking’, which connects more closely to the social, economic 
and environmental challenges facing societies today and advancing discourses 
about community wellbeing (Morse 2021). Museums can be likened to open 
works that are completed by the visitors who become active interpreters 
(Stylianou‑Lambert 2010, Carr 2001). Technology and digitalisation are clearly 
playing an increasingly important role (Guccio et al. 2016), in addition to other 
forms of interactivity (Schaper et al. 2018). This includes living artists who 
leave the physical museum to engage communities in interactive workshops, 
for example with homeless people and socio-culturally disadvantaged people 
such as Roma youth. This approach goes beyond digital solutions and advocates 
for personal contact. The model developed as a result of this research helps to 
better understand the role of contemporary art museums in achieving cultural 
sustainability goals (Fig. 7.). 
Our research has shown that the social consciousness and critical attitudes of 
contemporary artists can help raise visitor awareness about different contemporary 
problems (e.g. social, economic or environmental). However, engaging with 
visitors is an increasing challenge for contemporary art museums, who recognise 
that traditional exhibition techniques are no longer sufficient and they need to 
experiment with new solutions. The example of the Ludwig Museum in Budapest 
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has highlighted some innovative practices as well as unforeseen challenges: 
ones that should prompt museum professionals to question their methods 
and approaches.
To enhance the engagement of disadvantaged people in exhibitions, contemporary 
art museums should ensure inclusive and equitable quality education (SDG 4), 
enable cultural participation and promote inclusion for all (SDGs 10.2 and 11.7). 
To achieve these goals, direct internal and external leadership, management and 
partnership (SDG 17) are also needed. Further research is required to design 
exhibition models that help museums develop long-term relationships with artists, 
visitors and disadvantaged groups. This research approached the issue of cultural 
sustainability from the point of view of museum professionals; however, it would 
be useful to explore the views of other stakeholders, for example artists, visitors 
and communities, in future studies. Morse’s (2021) work on the role of museums 
in ‘social care’ may also offer some useful avenues for transcending social inclusion 
and increasing the wellbeing of communities. 

Notes
1 Museum professionals were from the 
Ludwig Museum, the Museum of Fine Arts 
(Budapest) and freelance contemporary art 
museum educators.
2 Hungary is home to the following 
contemporary art museums: the Museum 
of Fine Arts – Hungarian National Gallery, 
the Kassák Museum and the Kiscell 
Museum, all in Budapest, and the MODEM 
Center for Modern and Contemporary Art 
in Debrecen.
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