RESEARCH BRIEF #2

Sustainability Standard as a Tool for Diagnosis, Learning, and
Improvement in Arts and Cultural Organisations
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Key Takeaways

e Owing to the varying number of premieres and e Arts and cultural organisations are eager to

exhibitions, it is difficult to compare
sustainability achievements year by year. A
standard would allow the observation of
progress over longer periods.

A standard would help combine various
perspectives and harmonise strategic goals,
while smaller steps are undertaken by individual
employees with different skills.

observe what others are doing, compare
themselves to others, and improve. Certification
could structure this process and identify
avoidable mistakes through dialogue with
auditors.

The certification process is demanding yet
rewarding. It is effective when perceived as a
shared commitment, coordinated, but not
carried out by a single organisational unit.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS SPANISH

La norma de sostenibilidad como herramienta de diagnéstico, aprendizaje y mejora en las organizaciones artisticas y

culturales

Mensajes clave:

e Debido al ndmero variable de producciones y
exposiciones, es dificil comparar los avances en
sostenibilidad de un afo a otro. Una norma permitiria
evaluar el progreso a largo plazo.

e Una norma favoreceria la integraciéon de distintas
perspectivas y la alineacién de los objetivos
estratégicos, facilitando acciones en toda la
organizacion.

e Las organizaciones artisticas y culturales desean
observar, compararse y aprender de otras instituciones.
La certificacion podria estructurar este proceso y ayudar
a identificar errores evitables mediante el intercambio
con organismos certificadores.

¢ El proceso de certificacion es exigente pero enriquecedor.

Resulta mas eficaz cuando se basa en un compromiso
colectivo y coordinado en toda la organizacion.

KEY TAKEAWAYS FRENCH

La norme de durabilité comme outil de diagnostic, d’apprentissage et d’‘amélioration dans les organisations artistiques

et culturelles

Messages clés:

e Enraison du hombre variable de productions et
d'expositions, il est difficile de comparer les avancées en
matiére de durabilité d'une année a l'autre. Une norme

permettrait d’évaluer les progreés sur le long terme.

Une norme favoriserait I'articulation des différentes
perspectives et l'alignement des objectifs stratégiques,
tout en permettant la mise en oeuvre d'actions a
différents niveaux de I'organisation.

e Les organisations artistiques et culturelles souhaitent
observer, comparer et apprendre des pratiques d'autres
institutions. La certification pourrait structurer cette
démarche et aider a identifier des erreurs évitables grace
aux échanges avec les organismes de certification.

e Le processus de certification est exigeant mais
enrichissant. Il est particulierement efficace lorsqu'il
repose sur un engagement collectif et coordonné a
I'échelle de I'ensemble de I'organisation.
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Understanding the role of sustainability standards in the arts and cultural sector

This research brief discusses sustainability
standards in the context of arts and cultural
organisations. It shows which challenges result
from using standards that are not fully aligned with

IMPORTANT TERMS

Arts and cultural practitioners are increasingly
using sustainability standards, often drawing on
frameworks developed for tourism or the built
environment. While sectoral tools are popular, they
often focus on just one dimension of sustainability,
and despite offering some guidance on ways to
increase sustainability, they do not fully reflect the
varied production contexts across the visual and
performing arts. They may also overlook the role
and impact of audiences and suppliers.

specific needs or are limited in scope. It explains the
process behind deciding to adopt an existing
standard and the possible benefits it creates for
practice.

Defines agreed rules and requirements that serve as a
standard to guide practice.

Verifies compliance with the agreed-upon rules and
requirements.

Signals certified compliance in a visible way.

Research conducted by Culture for the Planet
shows that a standard is most effective when
embedded within a broader governance and
management system that supports reflection and
action as a shared commitment across leadership
and teams. This observation informed the decision
to begin developing sector-specific guidelines
based on ISO 20121:2024 within the context of the
arts and cultural sector, with active participation
from its representatives.

Standards as diagnostic tools to build credibility in the sustainability transition

Sustainability standards have become widely used
over the past 30 years', mainly in the for-profit
sector, driven by compliance and reporting
requirements. They support organisations in their
sustainability efforts, can demonstrate
commitment, enhance transparency, and support
decision-making. Standards may rely on different
levels of conformity, ranging from self-assessment
and second-party review by sectoral bodies to full
credibility  through  independent third-party
auditors. Widely used examples include the Global
Reporting Initiative  (GRI)  standards  and
International Organization for Standardization (1s0)
standards.

In the non-profit and public sectors, such as the arts
and cultural sector, where formal requirements to
report on sustainability are rare?, sustainability
standards remain  underexplored, but their
importance is being noticed? Also at the policy level,
the role of standards in the arts and cultural sector
is recognised. For example, Germany's updated
sustainability strategy includes the goal of
increasing the number of certified cultural
organisations by 2030 as part of its national
ambition
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“Having a standard would become part of our core values. Once it is in place, we can clearly say, this
is what we do, and this is how we work.” (Interview with a sustainability officer)

Methodological note
A mixed-method co-creation process

The research summarised in this brief followed
several steps guided by a qualitative approach. It
included a review of 42 research papers on
sustainability standards in tourism to borrow key
insights from this field to the arts and cultural sector.
In addition, it is informed by a review of 75 research
papers at the intersection of sustainability studies,

CONCEPTUAL EXPLORATION
November 2024 — September 2024

Initial survey shared with the sector

Figure 1: Research design.

arts management, and cultural policy. Empirical
insights were further generated through a survey
(n=47), a co-creative session involving 27
participants, and semi-structured interviews with
30 participants from Culture for the Planet Alliance
(Figure 1).

ITERATIVE REFINEMENT
October 2025 — Ongoing

Consultation and feedback session

Multistakeholder interviews

Workshop on the conceptual framework for a tailored standard in the arts and cultural sector, October 2025.

© Zoé Berney
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Working with generic, narrow, or borrowed standards

Culture for the Planet research shows that for
several years some arts and cultural organisations
have worked with different sustainability
standards. Examples include standards such as ISO
14001 Environmental Management Systems and the
Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHG). Certification
schemes related to the built environment, such as
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design
(LEED) or the Building Research Establishment
Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM), are
also used.

The motivation for using these standards varies.
Culture for the Planet interviewed representatives of
23 organisations and found that some of them test
available solutions and try to adapt them to their
own needs. Others start certification with a specific
focus, such as a new building or recently completed
renovations. Another goal is to increase funding
opportunities and visibility. Potentially, new
generations of audiences can also be attracted by
a clearly signalled sustainability commitment.
Some organisations in the sample do not yet work
with standards but are interested in working with
them to simplify sustainability-related procedures.

Many practitioners from the research cite
challenges in working with standards that are not

Standard-related work as a learning process

sector specific. A significant amount of time is
therefore needed to translate their requirements
into the realities of arts and cultural organisations.
There is also uncertainty about how to combine
different dimensions, including environmental
impact, inclusivity, employee well-being, and
governance. Some organisations have different
labels for each aspect but lack a coordinated
system. Owing to changes in reporting
requirements, another difficulty concerns which
data need to be collected and how to define the
impact of suppliers and audiences.

Culture for the Planet found that an overreliance on
quantitative data is often seen as poorly suited to
the sector, as it overlooks qualitative dimensions
such as artistic mission and cultural value. The lack
of established sustainability workflows across
departments can also limit organisational learning.
Certification is then framed as a one-off
compliance exercise rather than a long-term
change process that includes recertification after a
defined period (e.g., every three years, depending
on the scheme). Many practitioners highlighted the
role of temporality in the arts and cultural sector.
While artistic decisions vary across seasons, it is
difficult to make meaningful annual comparisons.

“As an opera, we are different from museums, but | still see value in having shared frameworks with
them and learning from them instead of learning from industry.” (Interview with a technical director)

Many research participants doubt whether a single
standard could meet the diverse organisational
needs, yet there is a strong desire among theatres,
opera houses, and museums to learn from one
another rather than from other sectors. In this way,
they can build on existing knowledge and for
example benefit from traditional skills cultivated
behind the scenes to support circular material flows
and sufficiency.

Capacity-building also includes learning from
mistakes encountered while exploring suitable
solutions. Importantly, every standard involves
trade-offs (such as a greater focus on processes
than on performance and outcomes), but a co-
creative approach to developing a tailored
standard would help reach consensus on core
aspects.
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To learn more about how standards relate to various governance processes in arts and cultural organisations see
also: Cwikta, M, Labaronne, L. (2026), Toward a Sustainability Standard for Cultural Organizations: Borrowing from

Tourism. Sustainable Development. DOI: 10.1002/sd.71145.

Participants in this study have described their
engagement with standards, including certification
conducted by external auditors, as “eye-opening,”
“a form of sustainability training in itself,” and “an
opportunity for cross-departmental exchange.”
While some resource investment is inevitable,
working with standards is perceived as rewarding.
Interviewees highlighted that during data collection
for standards, they heard many personal stories,
celebrated their colleagues’ large and small
achievements, and recognised good sustainability

practices. The engagement with standards is thus
rooted in interpretative and action-oriented steps.
Taken together, these elements act as an impetus
for holistic change, helping to clarify organisational
requirements, recognise the potential of people,
assess feasibility, and communicate progress. It
also creates a space to distribute sustainability
tasks across various departments, from production
teams to communication teams. Many participants
emphasised that “sustainability works” when
institutionalised as a shared commitment.

A tailored sustainability standard for lasting improvement

“The main purpose should be to make it easier to implement a standard. You need to have a process
that is already verified.” (Interview with a sustainability specialist)

Based on research findings, the Culture for the
Planet team decided not to develop an entirely new
standard but instead to initiate the adoption of ISO
20121:2024  within  the context of cultural
organisations. Work on ISO/AWI 26540 - Event
sustainability management systems: Guidelines
for application of ISO 20121:2024 in cultural
organizations is a crucial step in establishing a
global reference point for change and in providing

Practitioners’ expectations of a tailored sustainability
standard

¢ Provides diagnoses and structured objectives based
on guidance rather than rigid rules.

¢ Enables scalability; is process-oriented for long-term
change.

¢ Fosters exchange and encourages collaboration.

e Ensures compatibility with reporting; supports

integration across activities.

role of stakeholders

audiences, suppliers, and networks).

¢ Balances quantitative and qualitative dimensions.

e Reflects the (coproducers,

a basis for credible certification. The work is
conducted by the Working Group “Cultural
Organizations”  within  ISO/TC 354f/sCc 1 -
Sustainability in event management. The decision
to use this original standard is further motivated by
its coverage of all dimensions of sustainability.
While events remain in focus, the standard
addresses the organisational system that supports
them.

How ISO 26540 can support this

e Emphasises context analysis and goal setting; provides
adaptable requirements.

e Supports continuous improvement.

e Can be combined with peer-learning during
certification.

e Can be integrated with reporting schemes; addresses
full operational scope.

e Emphasises stakeholder identification and impact
assessment.

* Allows a combination of various data.
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INSIGHTS FOR PRACTICE

PRACTITIONERS IN ARTS AND CULTURAL ORGANISATIONS can use standards to:
Identify relevant sustainability indicators to diagnose organisational realities and structure
objectives.

Audit the current governance model to determine how sustainability can be embedded
across departments and identify who could lead certification efforts.

FUNDING BODIES can use standards to:
Encourage learning-oriented exchange with sustainability experts, including certifiers and
auditors, with dedicated funds.

Consider linking funding criteria to continuous improvement (including recertification)
rather than one-off compliance.

POLICYMAKERS can use standards to:

Support alignment between local sustainability reporting requirements and a global
standard.

Enable the upscaling of tested practices across the sector at various speeds by supporting
peer learning and dialogue between the visual and performing arts for greater
experimentation, inclusion, and impact.

The Olympic Museum and its gardens, Lausanne, Switzerland.
© Olympic Museum
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Outlook and long-term vision

In the final interview question, participants were
asked to describe their attitude toward
sustainability standards. The most frequently used
term was “hopeful”. Other participants
characterised themselves as being a “navigator of
complexity” or an “experimental collaborator.”

These sentiments are encouraging and resonate
with Culture for the Planet’s vision. While work is still
needed, the goal of a tailored standard is to
establish sustainability as an organisational
routine and to build on the sector’'s positive
readiness to move in this direction.

This research is part of the CERTIFY pillar within Culture for the Planet, a spin-off of the research-for-
action project led by the University of Lausanne (UNIL) and the Zurich University of Applied Sciences
(zHAW). The standardisation of the project is led by the Culture for the Planet Alliance and supported
by Pro Helvetia, University of Lausanne and FGSE — UNIL, Faculty of Geosciences and Environment.
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Website:
culturefortheplanet.org

LinkedIn:
linkedin.com/company/culture-for-the- planet

YouTube:
@CultureforthePlanet

Newsletter:
bit.ly/culturefortheplanet-newsletter

General inquiries:
info@culturefortheplanet.org.
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One Sector, One Voice.
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