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ABSTRACT

Art galleries are increasingly recognised as significant cultural institutions capable of contributing to
sustainable development through their curatorial practices, organisational strategies, and community
engagement. This study examines art galleries as mstitutional agents of sustainability using a qualitative
research design based on secondary data analysis. Drawing on Institutional Theory and the concept of
Cultural Sustamability, the research explores how galleries respond to structural pressures while
simultaneously shaping cultural values and public discourse. The findings reveal that galleries contribute
to environmental sustainability through eco-conscious operations and environmentally themed
exhibitions, promote social sustamability through inclusive and participatory practices, and support
economic sustainability as key actors within the creative economy. However, the study also identifies
persistent challenges, including resource constraints, institutional inertia, and tensions between
commercial imperatives and sustainability goals. The discussion highlights the hybrid nature of galleries as
both reactive and proactive agents within sustainability frameworks. The study concludes that while art
galleries hold considerable transformative potential, their effectiveness depends on integrated strategies,
policy support, and collaborative engagement across sectors.
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Art Galleries as Agents of Sustainable Development: A Qualitative Institutional Analysis

1. Introduction

Sustainable development has emerged as a
dominant global paradigm guiding policy,
governance, and institutional practices across
diverse sectors. Since the publication of Our
Common Future by the World Commission
on Environment and Development (WCED,
1987), sustainability has been conceptualised
as a multidimensional framework integrating
environmental protection, economic growth,
and social equity. Over time, scholars and
practitioners have increasingly recognised
the importance of culture as an essential
dimension of sustainable development, often
described as the “fourth pillar” alongside the
traditional three (Hawkes, 2001; Soini &
Birkeland, 2014). Within this expanded
framework, cultural institutions such as art
galleries are gaining recognition as
influential actors capable of shaping
sustainability discourses and practices.

Art galleries have historically been
understood as spaces for the display and
commercialisation of artistic production,
primarily serving aesthetic and market-
oriented functions. However, this
conventional understanding has been
challenged by recent transformations in the
cultural sector, where galleries increasingly
engage with broader societal issues,
including environmental sustainability, social
justice, and community development
(Duxbury et al., 2017). These shifts reflect a
growing awareness that cultural institutions
do not operate in isolation but are embedded
within  complex  socio-political  and
ecological systems. As such, galleries have

the potential to act as agents of change,

influencing public attitudes, fostering critical
dialogue, and promoting sustainable
behaviours.

The role of art galleries in sustainable
development is particularly significant in the
context of global environmental crises,
including climate change, biodiversity loss,
and resource depletion. Artistic practices
have long been recognised for their capacity
to communicate complex and abstract issues
in accessible and emotionally resonant ways
(Curtis et al., 2014). Through exhibitions,
installations, and public programs, galleries
can translate scientific knowledge into
experiential forms, thereby enhancing public
engagement with sustainability challenges.
This communicative function positions
galleries as important intermediaries between
societal

knowledge  production  and

understanding.

In addition to their environmental
contributions, art galleries play a crucial role
in advancing social sustainability. Social
sustainability emphasises equity, inclusion,
and the strengthening of social cohesion
within communities (Belfiore & Bennett,
2010). Galleries contribute to these goals by
providing platforms for diverse voices,
including marginalised and underrepresented
artists. Through inclusive curatorial practices
and community-oriented programming,
galleries can foster cultural diversity,
promote dialogue, and enhance social well-
being. These activities align with broader
institutional efforts to address issues of
inequality and representation within the
cultural sector.

Economically, art galleries are integral
components of the creative economy,
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contributing to employment, tourism, and
cultural industries (Throsby, 2010). They
support artistic production and distribution,
facilitate market transactions, and attract
audiences both locally and internationally. In
this sense, galleries play a dual role as
cultural and economic institutions, balancing
artistic integrity with financial sustainability.
However, this duality also creates tensions, as
economic pressures may constrain the
adoption of sustainable practices or prioritise
commercial interests over ethical
considerations.

Despite their growing importance, the role of
art galleries in sustainable development
remains underexamined within academic
literature. While studies have explored
sustainability in museums and broader
cultural institutions, art galleries have
received comparatively less attention as
distinct organisational entities with unique
institutional  dynamics. This gap is
particularly significant given the diversity of
gallery types, including public, private,
commercial, and nonprofit institutions, each
operating under different constraints and
opportunities.

This study addresses this gap by examining
art galleries as institutional agents of
sustainable ~ development  through a
qualitative analysis of secondary data. The
research is guided by three key questions:
How do art galleries contribute to sustainable
development through institutional practices?
What roles do galleries play in promoting
environmental, social, and economic
sustainability? And what institutional
challenges and opportunities shape their
contributions?

The study adopts an interdisciplinary
approach, drawing on insights from cultural
studies, sociology, and sustainability science.
It employs Institutional Theory to analyse
how galleries operate within systems of
norms, rules, and expectations, and how these
structures influence their adoption of
sustainability — practices  (Scott, 2014).
Additionally, the concept of Cultural
Sustainability provides a framework for
understanding how galleries contribute to the
preservation and evolution of cultural values
and practices (Soini & Birkeland, 2014).

By situating art galleries within the broader
discourse of sustainable development, this
research  contributes to a  more
comprehensive understanding of the cultural
dimensions of sustainability. It highlights the
potential of galleries to act as transformative
spaces that not only reflect but also shape
societal values and behaviours. At the same
time, it acknowledges the institutional
constraints that may limit their effectiveness,
emphasising the need for supportive policies
and collaborative approaches.

In conclusion, this study positions art
galleries as dynamic and multifaceted
institutions that play a critical role in
advancing sustainable development. By
examining their practices, challenges, and
impacts, the research seeks to illuminate the
ways in which cultural institutions can
contribute to a more sustainable and
equitable future.

2. Literature Review

The concept of sustainable development has
evolved significantly since its formal
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articulation in the late twentieth century.
Initially focused on balancing economic
growth with environmental protection,
sustainability has expanded to include social
and cultural dimensions. The recognition of
culture as a key component of sustainability
reflects a shift toward more holistic and
integrated approaches (Dessein et al., 2015).
Culture shapes values, behaviours, and
worldviews, influencing how individuals and
communities interact with their environment.

Hawkes (2001) argues that culture should be
considered the fourth pillar of sustainability,
emphasising its role in fostering creativity,
identity, and meaning. Similarly, Soini and
Birkeland (2014) highlight the multifaceted
nature of cultural sustainability, which
encompasses both the preservation of cultural
heritage and the promotion of cultural
diversity. These perspectives underscore the
importance of cultural institutions in
advancing sustainability goals.

2.1 Cultural Institutions and
Sustainability Practices

Cultural institutions, including museums,
galleries, and cultural centres, play a vital
role in promoting sustainability through
education, advocacy, and practice. Dessein et
al. (2015) identify three key roles of culture
in sustainable development: culture as a
driver, culture as an enabler, and culture as a
dimension of sustainability. Art galleries
exemplify all three roles, as they generate
cultural value, facilitate engagement, and
embody sustainability principles.

Recent research has examined how cultural
institutions integrate sustainability into their
operations. For example, Duxbury et al.

(2017) explore cultural policies that support
sustainable development, emphasising the
importance of institutional frameworks and
governance structures. These policies often
encourage environmentally  responsible
practices, social inclusion, and community

participation.

However, the implementation of
sustainability in cultural institutions is not
without challenges. Issues such as limited
funding, lack of expertise, and institutional
inertia can hinder progress. Moreover, the
diversity of institutional contexts means that
sustainability practices vary widely across

organisations.

2.2 Art Galleries as Institutional
Actors

Art galleries occupy a unique position within
the cultural sector, functioning as
intermediaries between artists, audiences,
and markets. Bourdieu’s (1993) theory of the
cultural field provides a useful framework for
understanding the role of galleries in shaping
artistic production and value. According to
Bourdieu, cultural institutions are embedded
within systems of power and capital,
influencing what is considered legitimate or
valuable art.

Institutional Theory further elucidates how
galleries operate within broader social and
organisational contexts. DiMaggio and
Powell (1983) identify three types of
institutional pressures-coercive, normative,
and mimetic-that drive organisational
behaviour. Galleries may adopt sustainability
practices in response to regulatory
requirements (coercive), professional norms
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(normative), or imitation of leading
institutions (mimetic).

Scott (2014) expands on this framework by
emphasising the importance of cultural-
cognitive elements, which shape how
organisations interpret and respond to their
environment. In the context of sustainability,
these elements include shared beliefs about
environmental responsibility and social
justice.

2.3 Environmental Sustainability
and Ecological Art

Environmental sustainability has become a
central concern within the arts, particularly
through the emergence of ecological or
environmental art. Gablik (1991) describes
this movement as a shift from individualistic
and market-driven art toward practices that
emphasise interconnectedness and ecological
awareness. Kagan (2011) further explores
how art can contribute to sustainability by
fostering systems thinking and cultural
transformation.

Art galleries play a crucial role in promoting
environmental art by providing platforms for
exhibition and engagement. Through curated
exhibitions, galleries can raise awareness of
environmental issues and encourage critical
reflection. Curtis et al. (2014) argue that art
has the potential to communicate ecological
concepts in ways that are both accessible and
emotionally impactful, thereby enhancing
public understanding.

In addition to curatorial practices, galleries
are increasingly adopting environmentally
sustainable operations. These include energy-
efficient lighting, waste reduction, and
However, the

sustainable  materials.

environmental impact of art production and
exhibition remains a subject of debate,
highlighting the need for more
comprehensive approaches to sustainability.

2.4 Social Sustainability and
Community Engagement

Social sustainability focuses on the well-
being, equity, and cohesion of communities.
Art  galleries
sustainability

contribute  to  social
through inclusive
programming, community outreach, and
participatory practices. Belfiore and Bennett
(2010) emphasise the social impact of the
arts, noting their potential to enhance

individual and collective well-being.

Community engagement is a key aspect of
this role. Galleries often collaborate with
local communities to develop programs that
reflect their needs and interests. These
initiatives can foster a sense of belonging and
cultural identity, particularly among
marginalised groups.

However, the effectiveness of these efforts
depends on the extent to which galleries
genuinely engage with communities rather
than adopting tokenistic  approaches.
Authentic participation requires ongoing
dialogue, mutual respect, and shared
decision-making.

2.5 Economic Sustainability and the
Creative Economy

The economic dimension of sustainability is
closely linked to the concept of the creative
economy, which encompasses industries
based on creativity, knowledge, and cultural
production (Throsby, 2010). Art galleries are
integral to this economy, supporting artists,
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facilitating  market transactions, and
attracting cultural tourism.

Galleries contribute to economic
sustainability by generating revenue, creating
jobs, and supporting local economies. They
also play a role in the development of cultural
clusters, which can drive urban regeneration

and economic growth.

However, the commercialisation of art raises
important ethical and sustainability concerns.
Market pressures may prioritise profitability
over artistic integrity or social responsibility.
Balancing these competing demands is a
significant challenge for galleries.

2.6 Institutional Challenges and
Opportunities

Despite their potential, art galleries face
numerous  challenges in  advancing
sustainable development. Limited financial
resources, lack of institutional support, and
resistance to change can impede progress.
Additionally, the complexity of sustainability
issues requires interdisciplinary approaches

and collaboration across sectors.

At the same time, there are significant
opportunities for innovation and
transformation. Advances in technology,
increasing public awareness, and supportive
policy frameworks create favourable
conditions for change. By embracing these
opportunities, galleries can enhance their role

as agents of sustainable development.

3. Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in an interdisciplinary
theoretical framework that integrates

Institutional Theory and Cultural

Sustainability to examine how art galleries
function as agents of sustainable
development. These frameworks are
complementary in that they address both the
structural dynamics of organisations and the
value-oriented dimensions of culture within
sustainability discourse. By combining these
perspectives, the study provides a nuanced
understanding of how galleries operate
within institutional environments while
simultaneously shaping cultural meanings
and practices.

3.1 Institutional Theory and
Organisational Behaviour

Institutional Theory offers a robust lens for
analysing how organisations respond to
external pressures, norms, and expectations.
It posits that organisational behaviour is not
solely driven by efficiency or rational
decision-making but is  significantly
influenced by institutional environments
characterised by rules, norms, and shared
beliefs (Scott, 2014). Institutions are
understood as stable social structures that
guide and constrain behaviour, comprising
regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive
elements.

The regulative pillar refers to formal rules,
laws, and policies that enforce compliance
through coercive mechanisms. In the context
of art galleries, these may include
environmental regulations, funding
requirements, and governance standards that
encourage or mandate sustainable practices.
For instance, galleries receiving public
funding may be required to demonstrate
adherence to sustainability guidelines,
thereby influencing institutional behaviour.

Orpa & Mannan, 2026



Art Galleries as Agents of Sustainable Development: A Qualitative Institutional Analysis

The normative pillar encompasses values,
norms, and expectations that define
appropriate conduct within a given field.
Professional standards within the cultural
sector increasingly emphasise sustainability,
inclusivity, and ethical responsibility
(Duxbury et al., 2017). These norms shape
how galleries design exhibitions, engage with
communities, and manage resources.

The cultural-cognitive pillar refers to shared
understandings  and  taken-for-granted
assumptions that influence how organisations
interpret their environment. In recent years,
sustainability has become a widely accepted
cultural value, leading galleries to internalise
environmental and social responsibilities as

part of their institutional identity.

DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) concept of
institutional isomorphism further explains
how organisations within a field tend to
become more similar over time. They
identify  three mechanisms: coercive,
normative, and mimetic isomorphism.
Coercive isomorphism arises from regulatory
pressures; normative isomorphism from
professionalisation and shared standards; and
mimetic isomorphism from imitation of
successful or legitimate organisations. In the
case of art galleries, sustainability practices
may spread through all three mechanisms.
For example, galleries may adopt eco-
friendly exhibition practices in response to
policy mandates, professional guidelines, or
the influence of leading institutions.

Institutional Theory also highlights the
concept of legitimacy, which refers to the
perception that an organisation’s actions are
appropriate and desirable within a socially
constructed system of norms and values

(Suchman, 1995). For art galleries, engaging
in sustainability initiatives can enhance
institutional legitimacy by aligning with
societal expectations and global
sustainability agendas. This pursuit of
legitimacy often motivates galleries to
integrate sustainability into their mission

statements, programming, and operations.

3.2 Cultural Sustainability as a
Conceptual Lens

While Institutional Theory explains how
galleries respond to structural pressures, the
concept of Cultural Sustainability provides
insight into the value-based and symbolic
dimensions of their activities. Cultural
Sustainability emphasises the role of culture
in shaping sustainable development,
recognising it as both a driver and an outcome
of sustainability processes (Soini &

Birkeland, 2014).

Cultural Sustainability encompasses multiple
dimensions, including the preservation of
cultural heritage, the promotion of cultural
diversity, and the support of creative
expression. Art galleries play a central role in
all these areas by curating exhibitions,
supporting artists, and facilitating cultural
dialogue. Through these activities, galleries
contribute to the continuity and evolution of
cultural practices.

Dessein et al. (2015) propose three
interrelated roles of culture in sustainable
development: culture as a driver, culture as an
enabler, and culture as a dimension. As a
driver, culture shapes values and behaviours
that influence sustainability outcomes. As an
enabler, culture facilitates communication,
participation, and innovation. As a
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dimension, culture constitutes an essential
component of sustainable development
social, and

alongside economic,

environmental  factors. Art  galleries
exemplify these roles by fostering critical
reflection, enabling public engagement, and

embodying cultural values.

Kagan (2011) further argues that art and
culture can contribute to sustainability by
promoting systems thinking and complexity
awareness. Artistic practices often challenge
reductionist

linear and approaches,

encouraging  audiences to  consider
interconnected ecological and social systems.
Galleries, as platforms for such practices,
play a crucial role in disseminating these

perspectives.

3.3 Integrating Institutional Theory
and Cultural Sustainability

The integration of Institutional Theory and
Cultural Sustainability  provides a
comprehensive framework for analysing the
role of art galleries in sustainable
development. While Institutional Theory
focuses on external pressures and
organisational Cultural
Sustainability emphasises internal values and
cultural meanings. Together, they capture

responses,

both the structural and symbolic dimensions
of gallery practices.

This integrative framework conceptualises
art galleries as institutional agents that both
respond to and shape sustainability
discourses. On one hand, galleries are
influenced by institutional pressures such as
policies, funding structures, and professional
norms. On the other hand, they actively

contribute to the construction of cultural
values and narratives related to sustainability.

For example, a gallery may adopt
environmentally sustainable practices in
response to regulatory  requirements
(institutional pressure), while simultaneously
curating exhibitions that challenge audiences
to rethink their relationship with the
environment (cultural influence). This dual
role highlights the dynamic interplay
between structure and agency in the context
of sustainability.

Furthermore, the framework acknowledges
the potential tensions and contradictions
within institutional practices. Galleries may
face conflicts between economic
sustainability and environmental
responsibility, or between artistic freedom
and social accountability. Understanding
these tensions is essential for assessing the
effectiveness and limitations of galleries as

agents of sustainable development.

In summary, the theoretical framework of this
study provides a multidimensional approach
to analysing art galleries, combining insights
from organisational sociology and cultural
theory. It enables a deeper understanding of
how  galleries navigate institutional
environments, construct cultural meanings,
and contribute to sustainability in complex

and often contradictory ways.

4. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative research
design grounded in an interpretivist paradigm
to explore the role of art galleries as agents of
sustainable development. Qualitative
research is particularly suited for examining
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complex social phenomena, institutional
dynamics, and cultural practices, as it allows
for in-depth analysis and contextual
understanding (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The
interpretivist approach emphasises the
subjective and socially constructed nature of
reality, making it appropriate for analysing
how sustainability is conceptualised and
enacted within art galleries.

The research employs a secondary data
analysis strategy, drawing on existing
literature, policy documents, and institutional
materials. This approach is valuable for
synthesising diverse sources of knowledge
and identifying patterns across different
contexts (Johnston, 2017). Given the
exploratory nature of the study and its focus
on institutional and conceptual analysis,
secondary data provides a rich and accessible
foundation for investigation.

4.1 Data Sources and Selection
Criteria

The study utilises a wide range of secondary
data sources to ensure a comprehensive and
multidisciplinary perspective. These sources
include:

e Peerreviewed journal articles in
fields such as cultural studies,
sustainability science, and sociology

e Academic books and monographs on
art, culture, and sustainability

e Policy documents and reports from
governmental and  international
organisations

e Exhibition catalogues, curatorial
statements, and gallery publications

o [Institutional websites and archival
materials

Data selection was guided by relevance,
credibility, and recency. Priority was given to
sources that explicitly address the
intersection of art, culture, and sustainability,
as well as those that provide insights into
institutional practices and frameworks.
Foundational texts in Institutional Theory
and Cultural Sustainability were also
included to support the theoretical
framework.

4.2 Data Analysis: Thematic
Analysis

The study employs thematic analysis as the
primary method for analysing qualitative
data. Thematic analysis is a flexible and
systematic ~ approach  that  involves
identifying, analysing, and interpreting
patterns or themes within data (Braun &
Clarke, 20006). It is particularly useful for
synthesising diverse sources and generating

insights across different contexts.

The analysis followed a six-phase process as
outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006):

e Familiarisation with the data:
Extensive reading and review of
selected sources to gain an overall
understanding of the material.

e Generating initial codes:
Identification of relevant concepts
and ideas related to sustainability and
institutional practices.

e Searching for themes: Grouping
codes into broader themes that
capture recurring patterns.

e Reviewing themes: Refining themes
to ensure coherence and relevance to
the research questions.
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e Defining and naming themes:
Clearly articulating the meaning and
scope of each theme.

e Producing the report: Integrating
themes into a structured narrative

with  the  theoretical

framework.

aligned

Key themes identified in the analysis include
environmental sustainability practices, social
and

inclusion community

economic contributions, and

engagement,
institutional
challenges.

4.3 Analytical Framework and
Interpretation

The analysis is guided by the integrated
theoretical framework combining
Cultural
Sustainability. This framework informs both
the coding process and the interpretation of

Institutional Theory and

findings. For example, institutional pressures
such as regulations and professional norms
are analysed through the lens of Institutional
Theory, while cultural values and meanings
are examined using the concept of Cultural
Sustainability.

This dual approach enables a comprehensive
analysis that captures both the structural and
symbolic dimensions of gallery practices. It
also facilitates the identification of
relationships between different themes, such
as the interplay between economic
constraints and environmental initiatives.

4.4 Validity and Reliability

Ensuring the rigour and credibility of
qualitative research is essential. This study
adopts several strategies to enhance validity
and reliability:

10

e Triangulation: The use of multiple
data sources helps to corroborate
findings and reduce bias.

e Theoretical grounding: The
integration of established theoretical
frameworks provides a robust basis
for analysis.

e Transparency: The research process,
including data selection and analysis
procedures, is clearly documented.

While qualitative research does not aim for
generalizability in the same way as
quantitative studies, these strategies enhance
the trustworthiness and transferability of the
findings.

4.5 Ethical Considerations

As the study relies on secondary data, it does
not involve direct interaction with human
participants. However, ethical considerations
remain important. All sources are properly
cited to acknowledge intellectual property
and avoid plagiarism. Care is taken to
accurately represent the original context and
meaning of the data.

Additionally, the study is mindful of the
ethical 1mplications of sustainability
discourse, including issues of representation,
inclusivity, and power. These considerations
are reflected in the analysis and interpretation
of findings (Mannan & Farhana, 2026).

4.6 Limitations of the Study

Despite its strengths, the methodology has
several limitations. The reliance on
secondary data means that the study is
dependent on existing literature and
documentation, which may not fully capture
current practices or local variations. There is
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also a risk of publication bias, as successful
or innovative initiatives are more likely to be
documented than unsuccessful ones.

Furthermore, the absence of primary data
limits the ability to capture the perspectives
of gallery professionals, artists, and
audiences. Future research could address this
limitation by incorporating interviews, case

studies, or ethnographic methods.

4.7 Justification of Methodological
Choices

The choice of a qualitative, secondary data-
based methodology is justified by the
exploratory and conceptual nature of the
research. The study aims to develop a
comprehensive  understanding of  the
institutional role of art galleries in sustainable
development rather than to test specific
hypotheses. As such, a qualitative approach
provides the flexibility and depth required to
address the research questions.

In conclusion, the methodology of this study
is designed to provide a rigorous and nuanced
analysis of art galleries as institutional agents
of sustainability. By combining thematic
analysis with a strong theoretical framework,
the study offers valuable insights into the
complex and multifaceted role of cultural
institutions in sustainable development.

S. Findings and Analysis

The thematic analysis of secondary data
that
multifaceted institutional agents contributing
to  sustainable  development  across

reveals art galleries function as

environmental, social, cultural, and economic
dimensions. These contributions are shaped

11

institutional
capacities,
cultural expectations. This section presents

by  complex
organisational

pressures,
and evolving
the findings through four major thematic
areas: environmental sustainability practices,
social sustainability and inclusion, economic
contributions, and institutional constraints
and contradictions.

5.1 Environmental Sustainability
Practices in Art Galleries

A significant finding of this study is the
growing institutional commitment of art
galleries to environmental sustainability. This
commitment is reflected in both operational
practices and curatorial strategies. Many
have

galleries adopted environmentally

responsible such as

efficient lighting systems, climate control

measures energy-
optimisation, waste reduction, and the use of
sustainable or recycled materials in
exhibition design. These practices are often
guided by internal sustainability policies or
external frameworks, reflecting the influence
of coercive and normative institutional
pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott,
2014).

The adoption of “green exhibition” practices
illustrates how galleries are responding to
their
operational frameworks. For instance,
modular exhibition systems that can be

environmental concerns  within

reused across multiple installations reduce
material waste and resource consumption.
Similarly, the shift toward digital catalogues
and virtual exhibitions has minimised the
environmental impact associated with
printing and transportation. These practices
demonstrate how galleries are integrating
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sustainability into their everyday operations,
aligning with broader environmental goals.

In addition to operational changes, galleries
play a promoting
environmental awareness through curatorial

critical role in
practices. Exhibitions focusing on climate
change, ecological and

sustainability

degradation,
issues  have  become
increasingly prominent. These exhibitions
often employ interdisciplinary approaches,
combining artistic expression with scientific
knowledge to engage audiences in
meaningful ways (Curtis et al., 2014). By
presenting environmental issues in visually
compelling and emotionally resonant forms,
galleries enhance public understanding and

encourage behavioural change.

However, the analysis also reveals tensions
between environmental commitments and
institutional realities. The global nature of the
art world, characterised by international
exhibitions, art fairs, and the transportation of
artworks, contributes to a significant carbon
footprint. This contradiction highlights the
challenges of achieving environmental
sustainability within a system that relies
heavily and  material

on  mobility

consumption. As Kagan (2011) notes, the arts

sector must navigate the paradox of
promoting ecological awareness while
operating within resource-intensive
structures.

5.2 Social Sustainability and
Inclusive Practices

Another key finding is the role of art galleries

in advancing social sustainability through

practices  and
Social

inclusive community

engagement. sustainability

12

emphasises equity, diversity, and the
strengthening of social cohesion (Belfiore &
Bennett, 2010). Galleries contribute to these
goals by creating spaces for dialogue,

representation, and participation.

Inclusive curatorial practices have become a
central focus for many galleries, particularly
in response to growing awareness of social
calls  for

inequalities  and

representation

greater
of marginalised groups.
Galleries increasingly showcase works by
artists from diverse cultural, ethnic, and
socio-economic  backgrounds,  thereby

challenging dominant narratives and
expanding the scope of artistic discourse.
This shift reflects normative institutional
pressures toward inclusivity and social

justice (Duxbury et al., 2017).

Community engagement initiatives further
enhance the social impact of galleries.
Educational programs, workshops, and
participatory projects enable audiences to
actively engage with art and cultural
production. These initiatives often target
underserved communities, providing access
to cultural resources and fostering a sense of
belonging. By facilitating interaction and
collaboration, galleries contribute to the
development of social capital and community

resilience.

The analysis also highlights the importance
of accessibility in promoting social
sustainability. Efforts such as free admission
policies, multilingual programming, and
digital access platforms aim to reduce
barriers to participation. These measures are
particularly significant in addressing issues
of inequality and ensuring that cultural
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institutions serve a broad and diverse
audience.
Despite these positive developments,

challenges remain in achieving genuine
inclusivity. The risk of tokenism-where
diversity is superficially represented without
meaningful engagement-poses a significant
Authentic
sustained commitment, structural changes,
and active collaboration with communities.

concern. inclusion  requires

Without these elements, efforts toward social
sustainability may be limited in their impact.

5.3 Economic Contributions and
Sustainability

Art galleries play a vital role in the economic
dimension of sustainable development,
particularly within the framework of the
creative economy. They contribute to
economic sustainability by supporting artistic
production, facilitating market transactions,
and attracting cultural tourism (Throsby,
2010). These activities generate revenue,
create opportunities, and

stimulate local economies.

employment

The analysis indicates that galleries function
as key nodes within creative ecosystems,
connecting artists, collectors, curators, and
audiences. By providing platforms for artistic
expression and exchange, galleries enable the
circulation of cultural goods and ideas. This
role is especially important in urban contexts,
where cultural institutions contribute to the
development of creative clusters and urban
regeneration.

Moreover, galleries often support emerging
artists by providing exposure, resources, and
professional networks. This support is crucial
for sustaining artistic careers and fostering
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innovation within the cultural sector. In this
sense, galleries contribute not only to

economic sustainability but also to cultural

vitality.
However, the economic dimension also
introduces  significant  tensions.  The

commercialisation of art can conflict with
sustainability goals, as market pressures may
prioritise profitability over ethical and
environmental considerations. For example,

high-end  galleries may focus on
commercially viable artists and exhibitions,
potentially  limiting  opportunities  for

experimental or socially engaged practices.

Financial constraints also pose challenges for
galleries seeking to implement sustainability
initiatives. Smaller or nonprofit galleries may
lack  the
environmentally sustainable infrastructure or

resources to  invest in
comprehensive community programs. This
disparity highlights the uneven distribution of
capacity within the sector and underscores
the need for supportive policies and funding
mechanisms.

5.4 Institutional Constraints and
Contradictions

A central theme emerging from the analysis
is the presence of institutional constraints and
contradictions that shape the role of galleries
These
constraints are multifaceted, encompassing
structural, financial, and cultural dimensions.

in  sustainable  development.

Institutional inertia is a significant barrier to
change. Established practices, organisational
cultures, and hierarchical structures can resist
innovation and adaptation. As Scott (2014)
notes, institutions tend to prioritise stability
and continuity, which can hinder the adoption
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of new practices such as sustainability
initiatives.

Resource limitations further constrain the
ability of galleries to implement sustainable
practices. Funding is often tied to specific
projects or
flexibility for long-term investments in
sustainability. Additionally, the reliance on

outcomes, leaving limited

external funding create

dependencies that influence institutional

sources can

priorities.

The analysis also reveals contradictions
different
sustainability. For

dimensions of
efforts to
promote economic sustainability through
international exhibitions may conflict with

between
instance,

environmental goals due to increased carbon
emissions. Similarly, the pursuit of social
inclusivity may require additional resources
that are not readily available.

Despite  these  challenges,  galleries
demonstrate resilience and adaptability in
navigating institutional constraints.
Innovative approaches, such as partnerships
with other organisations, the use of digital
technologies, and the development of
alternative funding models, offer potential

pathways for overcoming barriers.

5.5 Synthesis of Findings

Overall, the findings indicate that art galleries
are actively engaging with sustainability
across multiple dimensions, albeit within
complex and often contradictory institutional
contexts. Their contributions are shaped by a
combination of external pressures, internal
values, and organisational capacities.
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From an institutional perspective, galleries
respond to  regulatory
professional norms, and societal expectations

requirements,

by adopting sustainability practices. At the
same time, they play a proactive role in
shaping cultural narratives and public
understanding of sustainability. This dual role
underscores the importance of considering
both

analysing their impact.

structural and cultural factors in

The findings highlight the need for a holistic
approach to sustainability that integrates
environmental, social, cultural, and economic
dimensions. Art galleries, with their unique
position at the intersection of these domains,
have the potential to act as transformative
agents within the broader sustainability
landscape.

6. Discussion

The study provide a
comprehensive basis for interpreting the role

findings of this

of art galleries as agents of sustainable
development within a broader theoretical and
institutional context. By integrating insights
from Institutional Theory and Cultural
this
examines the implications of the findings,
highlighting both the transformative potential

Sustainability, discussion critically

and the inherent limitations of art galleries in
advancing sustainability agendas.

6.1 Art Galleries as Hybrid
Institutional Actors

One of the most significant insights emerging
from this study is the characterisation of art
galleries as hybrid institutional actors.
Galleries operate at the intersection of
and economic domains,

cultural, social,

Orpa & Mannan, 2026



Art Galleries as Agents of Sustainable Development: A Qualitative Institutional Analysis

navigating multiple and often competing
logics. This hybridity enables them to engage
with sustainability in diverse and innovative
ways, but
contradictions.

it also creates tensions and

From an institutional perspective, galleries
are influenced by a range of external
pressures, including regulatory frameworks,
funding requirements, and professional
norms. These pressures shape organisational
behaviour and encourage the adoption of
sustainability practices (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983; Scott, 2014). For example, the
increasing emphasis on environmental
responsibility within cultural policy has led
many galleries to implement eco-friendly
practices.

At the same time, galleries exercise agency in
shaping cultural meanings and narratives
related to sustainability. Through exhibitions,
programming, and public engagement, they
contribute to the construction of social values
and collective understandings. This dual role
highlights the dynamic interplay between
structure and agency, reinforcing the
relevance of the integrated theoretical
framework.

6.2 Cultural Sustainability and the
Transformative Power of Art

The concept of Cultural Sustainability
provides a critical lens for understanding the
broader impact of art galleries. Beyond their
institutional functions, galleries serve as
spaces for cultural expression, dialogue, and
They the
exploration of complex issues such as climate

change, social justice, and identity, enabling

transformation. facilitate
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audiences to engage with these topics in
meaningful ways.

Artistic often
conventional modes of thinking, offering
alternative perspectives and fostering critical
2011).
platforms for these practices, play a crucial

role in promoting systems thinking and

practices challenge

reflection (Kagan, Galleries, as

ecological awareness. This aligns with the
idea of culture as a driver of sustainability,
influencing values and behaviours that shape
societal outcomes (Dessein et al., 2015).

Moreover, the emphasis on inclusivity and
diversity within gallery practices contributes
to cultural sustainability by preserving and
promoting a wide range of -cultural
expressions. This is particularly important in
the context of globalisation, where cultural
homogenization poses a threat to diversity.

However, the transformative potential of art
is not automatic. It depends on the extent to
which  galleries  create  meaningful
opportunities for engagement and dialogue.
Passive consumption of art may have a
limited impact, whereas participatory and
interactive approaches are more likely to
foster deeper understanding and behavioural
change.

6.3 Navigating Institutional
Tensions and Contradictions

The discussion of findings reveals that art
galleries must navigate a series of
institutional tensions and contradictions in
their pursuit of sustainability. These tensions
arise from the need to balance competing

priorities, such as economic viability,
environmental responsibility, and social
inclusivity.
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One of the most prominent tensions is
between economic and environmental
sustainability. The global nature of the art
market,

characterised by international

exhibitions and the transportation of
artworks, contributes to environmental
degradation. At the same time, these

activities are essential for the economic
sustainability of galleries. This paradox
highlights the limitations of
institutional models and the need for

current

innovative solutions.

Another tension exists between inclusivity
and resource constraints. While galleries aim
to promote social sustainability through
inclusive practices, these initiatives often
require significant investment in terms of
time, funding, and expertise. Smaller
institutions may struggle to implement such
programs, leading to disparities within the
sector.

Institutional Theory provides a useful
framework for understanding these tensions,
as it emphasises the role of competing logics
and the challenges of organisational change
(Scott, 2014). Addressing these tensions
requires a shift toward more integrated and
flexible approaches that consider the
interdependencies between different

dimensions of sustainability.

6.4 Implications for Policy and
Practice

The findings of this study have important
implications for cultural policy and
institutional practice. First, there is a need for
stronger policy frameworks that support the
integration of sustainability into the cultural
sector. This includes funding mechanisms,
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guidelines, and incentives that encourage
galleries to adopt sustainable practices.

Second, collaboration 1is essential for
enhancing the impact of galleries.
Partnerships with artists, communities,

policymakers, and other institutions can
facilitate knowledge sharing,

mobilisation, and innovation. Collaborative

resource

approaches are particularly important for
addressing complex sustainability challenges
that require interdisciplinary solutions.

Third, the
development of comprehensive sustainability
strategies that integrate environmental,
social, and economic dimensions. This
involves not only adopting sustainable

galleries should prioritise

practices but also embedding sustainability
into organisational values and decision-
making processes.

6.5 Toward a Transformative Role
for Art Galleries

The discussion underscores the potential for
art galleries to play a transformative role in
sustainable development. By combining
with
creativity, galleries can contribute to
systemic change. However, realising this

institutional influence cultural

potential requires overcoming significant
challenges and rethinking traditional models
of operation.

Akey aspect of this transformation is the shift
from a reactive to a proactive approach.
Rather than simply responding to external
pressures, galleries can take a leadership role
in shaping sustainability agendas and setting
standards within the cultural sector. This
embracing

involves innovation,

experimentation, and critical reflection.
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Additionally, the integration of digital
technologies offers new opportunities for
sustainability. Virtual exhibitions, online
platforms, and digital engagement can reduce
environmental impact while expanding

access and participation. However, these

technologies must be  implemented
thoughtfully to ensure inclusivity and
effectiveness.

In conclusion, the discussion highlights the
complex and multifaceted role of art galleries
as agents of sustainable development. Their
contributions are shaped by a dynamic
interplay of institutional pressures, cultural
values, and organisational capacities. While
challenges and contradictions persist, the
potential of galleries to influence

sustainability outcomes is significant.

By adopting integrated strategies, fostering
collaboration, and embracing their role as
cultural leaders, art galleries can enhance
their impact and contribute to a more
sustainable and equitable future.

7. Conclusion

This study has explored the role of art
galleries as agents of  sustainable
development  through a  qualitative
institutional analysis grounded in secondary
data. By integrating Institutional Theory and
Cultural Sustainability, the research has
provided a comprehensive framework for
understanding how galleries operate within
complex socio-cultural and organisational
contexts while contributing to environmental,
social, and economic sustainability.

The findings demonstrate that art galleries
are not merely passive spaces for artistic
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display but active institutional actors capable
of shaping sustainability discourses and
practices. Their
environmental sustainability are evident in

contributions to

both operational measures, such as resource-
efficient exhibition design, and curatorial
initiatives that with
ecological issues. Similarly, galleries play a

engage audiences

crucial role in advancing social sustainability
by fostering inclusivity, supporting diverse
artistic voices, and facilitating community
engagement. Economically, they function as
important of the
economy, supporting artists and contributing

components creative

to cultural industries and local development.

However, the study

challenges

also  highlights
that the
effectiveness of galleries as sustainability

significant limit
agents. Institutional constraints, including
limited financial resources, organisational
inertia, and dependence on external funding,
can hinder the implementation of
comprehensive  sustainability — strategies.
Additionally, inherent tensions between
different dimensions of sustainability-
particularly between economic imperatives
and environmental responsibility-underscore
the complexity of institutional transformation
within the cultural sector.

Despite these challenges, the potential of art
galleries to contribute to sustainable
Their
unique position at the intersection of culture,
society, and economy enables them to
influence both

development remains substantial.

structural practices and
cultural values. To fully realise this potential,
galleries must adopt integrated and long-term
sustainability strategies that  align
organisational practices with broader societal
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goals. This requires not only internal
commitment but also external support in the
form of policy frameworks, funding

mechanisms, and collaborative partnerships.

In conclusion, art galleries represent dynamic
and evolving institutions that can play a

transformative role in advancing
sustainability. By embracing their dual
function as cultural mediators and

institutional actors, galleries can contribute
meaningfully to the development of more
sustainable and equitable societies. Future
research should build on this study by
incorporating empirical case studies and
primary data to further explore the practical
implementation and impact of sustainability
initiatives within diverse gallery contexts.
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