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Abstract:

This concept paper discusses the need for technological adaptation in visual art
organizations through the theoretical framework of Culture in, for, and as
Sustainable Development proposed by Dessein, Soini, Fairclough, and
Horlings in 2015. While digital technologies such as virtual exhibitions, online
marketing, and digital archiving have expanded access and continuity in the
arts, they also pose challenges for organizations in culturally rooted contexts
such as Kelantan, Malaysia. Existing studies on adaptation in the creative
industries often focus on innovation, organizational management, or the
creative economy, but give limited attention to culture as the foundation of
sustainability. This paper argues that culture should be positioned not as a
supplementary element but as the center of sustainable development in the arts.
By employing the three dimensions of the framework; culture-in (culture as a
fundamental component), culture-for (culture as a driver of development), and
culture-as (culture as the very framework of development), this paper provides
a conceptual lens to analyze the technological adaptation needs of local visual
art organizations. The discussion highlights the importance of heritage
preservation, the mobilization of culture for economic and social purposes, and
the alignment of innovation with local identity. This framework also offers
practical implications for policy, strategy, and future research.
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Introduction

The development of digital technology in the last two decades has brought significant changes
to the landscape of visual arts, both globally and locally. Art organizations including galleries,
associations, and collectives are confronted with the urgent need to adapt to new forms of art
delivery such as virtual exhibitions, digital marketing, and archive documentation based on
technology platforms (Cascio & Montealegre, 2016). While this technology opens up access
and continuity for artistic activities, it also poses challenges, particularly for visual art
organizations in rural areas such as Kelantan, which possess strong cultural roots and identity.
Studies on technological adaptation in the creative industry have often focused on aspects of
innovation (Rogers, 2003), organizational management (Barney & Hesterly, 2019), or the
creative economy (Throsby, 2001). However, there is a lack of literature that specifically
emphasizes the cultural dimension as a basis for understanding the adaptation process. In fact,
culture is not merely a supplementary element in development but has also been recognized as
the “fourth pillar” of sustainable development (Hawkes, 2001).

In the context of Kelantan, visual art organizations cannot simply replicate digital strategies
used in metropolitan centers such as Kuala Lumpur. Instead, technological adaptation must be
guided by local cultural values, community identity, and artistic heritage, which form the core
strength of the state’s art ecosystem (Abdullah et al. 2022; Muliyadi, 2004). Therefore, there
is a need to examine how a culture-centered theoretical framework can be applied to analyze
the technological adaptation needs of local art organizations.

This article proposes the use of the theory Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development
introduced by Dessein, Soini, Fairclough, and Horlings which was established in 2015. This
theory offers three perspectives; culture-in (culture as a fundamental component of
sustainability), culture-for (culture as a tool to achieve development goals), and culture-as
(culture as the core of development itself). By employing this theoretical framework in a
comprehensive manner, this study aims to evaluate the potential application of the concept in
analyzing the technological adaptation needs of the local visual art industry, particularly in
Kelantan.

Literature review

Several local studies have highlighted the importance of culture within the framework of
sustainability, particularly in the domains of art and heritage. For instance, the study by Wan
Abdullah Thani (2021) emphasized how art and culture in Malaysia face challenges brought
by technology and modernity in the effort to preserve identity and cultural heritage. Although
it does not explicitly employ the framework of Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development,
the discussion underscores culture as a key factor in ensuring the continuity of artistic and
cultural development. In another study, Mohamed Yusof et al. (2019) assessed the level of
sustainability awareness among Malaysian traditional crafts practitioners. The findings
revealed that most practitioners had limited understanding of the relationship between
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as a fundamental element of sustainable development.
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In addition, Chan et al. (2021) study on an arts hub in George Town highlighted the role of art
organizations as creative social entities that face multiple challenges, including economic,
community, and managerial aspects. While not based on a specific cultural theory, the study
illustrates how arts and culture can serve as drivers of social and economic development,
aligning with the dimension of culture-for. In the context of traditional performing arts, Lin et
al. (2023) research on Teochew Opera in Malaysia explored how this traditional art form
integrates modern and traditional elements to ensure its continuity. This approach demonstrates
how culture can serve as the core of sustainability strategies, in line with the notion of culture-
as.

From the perspective of contemporary art, the study by Mohd Rathi et al. (2025), which
examined the use of plastic waste as an art medium, revealed how environmental sustainability
issues can be integrated into visual art practices. Although the focus of this study leaned more
toward the ecological dimension, it nonetheless reflects the close interrelationship between
creativity, culture, and sustainability. Taken together, these studies affirm that the discourse on
cultural sustainability has begun to gain traction within the Malaysian context. However, there
remains a lack of studies that specifically emphasize technological adaptation in visual arts,
guided by a structured cultural theory. This gap is precisely what the present article aims to
address.

Culture as a Pillar of Sustainable Development

Discussions on sustainable development were initially centered on three main dimensions:
economy, society, and environment, particularly after the publication of the Brundtland Report
in 1987. Within this early framework, culture was often implicitly subsumed under the social
dimension without being given equal emphasis. However, scholars and cultural practitioners
began to stress that without culture, development cannot be considered truly sustainable, as
communities would lose their identity, values, and the meanings that bind their lives. This
awareness led to the emergence of the discourse on culture as the “fourth pillar of
development”, articulated most clearly by Jon Hawkes (2001) in his work The Fourth Pillar of
Sustainability. Hawkes argued that culture is equally as important as economy, society, and
environment because it forms the basis of community cohesion and the marker of collective
identity. This view was further reinforced by Throsby (2001) through the concept of cultural
capital, which underscores the importance of cultural heritage and non-economic values in
ensuring societal sustainability. Furthermore, the attempt to structure the role of culture in
development is evident in the work of Soini and Birkeland (2014), who examined the literature
on cultural sustainability. They identified seven key storylines frequently employed in
academic discourse: heritage, vitality, diversity, locality, eco-cultural resilience, economic
viability, and eco-cultural civilization. This study provided an important foundation in
demonstrating the diversity of ways culture is understood within the context of development.

Out of this discourse emerged a major European research project, COST Action IS1007:
Investigating Cultural Sustainability (2011-2015), which brought together hundreds of
scholars and practitioners from various disciplines. The project culminated in the influential
report by Dessein, Soini, Fairclough, and Horlings (2015), which introduced the framework of
Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development. This framework categorizes the role of culture
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into three primary positions: as a fundamental component of sustainable development (culture-
in), as a tool to achieve development goals (culture-for), and as the framework of development
itself (culture-as). The framework is significant because it not only strengthens the position of
culture in development but also provides clearer conceptual categories for analyzing the role
of culture across diverse contexts. Since its introduction, the theory has been widely applied in
fields such as urban planning, tourism, cultural and arts policy, and has also been referenced in
discussions on technological challenges within the creative industries. The framework by
Dessein et al. (2015) also complements Throsby’s (2008) concept of cultural capital, which
situates culture as a renewable resource that sustains both social and economic vitality.
Similarly, Kagan’s (2018) idea of eco-cultural resilience underscores the adaptive relationship
between culture, ecology, and technology, suggesting that sustainable digital practices must
reinforce rather than replace cultural ecosystems. Together, these perspectives enrich the
theoretical grounding of cultural sustainability within technological adaptation. In the context
of visual arts in Kelantan, the framework offers a conceptual lens well-suited to evaluating how
art organizations can adapt to technological change while preserving their cultural roots.

IJIREV

The Theory of Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development

The report by Dessein, Soini, Fairclough, and Horlings (2015) was a pivotal moment in
introducing the framework of Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development. This theory
emphasizes three ways in which culture can function within the context of sustainable
development, as illustrated below:

Culture AS
Culture as the core/DNA

Culture IN
Culture as a component/pillar

CULTURAL
SUSTAINABILITY

Culture FOR
Culture as a tool/driver

Figure 1: Dessein, Soini, Fairclough dan Horlings (2015) Theory of Culture in, for, and
as Sustainable Development.

The first component; Culture in Sustainability refers to the position of culture as one of the
fundamental components of sustainable development, on par with the economic, social, and
environmental dimensions. Within this framework, culture is seen as essential for ensuring that
identity, heritage, and local traditions are preserved amidst the currents of modern development
(Soini et al., 2015).
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Culture for Sustainability situates culture as a tool or driver for achieving development goals.
Through this perspective, the arts, traditions, and cultural expressions are actively mobilized to
support economic, social, and educational objectives (Soini et al., 2015; Duxbury, Kangas &
De Beukelaer, 2017).

IJIREV

Culture as Sustainability provides a deeper interpretation in which culture is no longer regarded
merely as an additional element or instrument, but as the very foundation and framework of
development itself. This approach emphasizes that all forms of development must be guided
by the values, meanings, and worldviews of local culture (Soini et al., 2015; Dessein et al.,
2016).

Conceptual Discussion

The theoretical framework proposed by Dessein, Soini, Fairclough, and Horlings (2015) is
important because it offers an analytical lens that is flexible yet firmly rooted in culture. In the
context of local visual arts such as Kelantan, the challenge of technological adaptation cannot
simply be measured in terms of organizational efficiency or alignment with global trends.
Rather, it must be assessed in terms of whether the adaptation preserves, drives, and is
ultimately guided by local culture. In other words, the in, for, as framework enables the
identification of technological adaptation needs that are unique to visual art organizations
deeply rooted in local cultural identity.

Table 1: Application of Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development in Analyzing
Technological Adaptation Needs

Dimension Main Focus Application in | Specific Needs for
Technological Visual Arts
Adaptation Organizations
Culture in | Culture as a | Safeguarding Digitization of art
Sustainability fundamental identity, heritage, | archives, exhibition
component of | and traditions | catalogues, and
sustainable through technology | documentation of
development local art history to
ensure continuity of
cultural memory
Culture for | Culture as a | Using arts and | Virtual exhibitions,
Sustainability tool/driver to | cultural expressions | social media
achieve for economic, | promotion, art e-
development goals | social, and | commerce, and
educational digital arts
purposes via digital | education modules
platforms to expand audience
reach and generate
creative economy
Culture as | Culture as  the | Development Design of digital
Sustainability core/DNA of | guided by local | platforms aligned
development cultural values, | with local identity,
meanings, and | such as Kelantanese
worldviews language,
traditional art
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symbols, and
culturally grounded
aesthetics

First, Culture in Sustainability emphasizes that culture is one of the fundamental components
of development that cannot be disregarded. In the context of technological adaptation, this
means that efforts to introduce digital innovations in visual arts must take into account the
preservation of local identity and heritage. For example, the digitization of art archives,
exhibition catalogues, or documentation of local art history not only functions as a record but
also as a mechanism to ensure the continuity of cultural memory. This need is particularly
crucial for art organizations in Kelantan, which possess rich artistic traditions and exhibition
histories but are often marginalized in systematic documentation processes.

Second, Culture for Sustainability views culture as a tool or driver to achieve development
goals. In the digital era, technology can be leveraged to expand the reach of the arts, enhance
audience engagement, and open new economic opportunities for visual art organizations. The
most evident examples include the use of social media, virtual exhibitions, and art e-commerce
platforms to introduce works to broader markets. From this perspective, the need for
technological adaptation is not only tied to the operational survival of organizations but also to
how culture can be mobilized for arts education, community engagement, and the sustainability
of the creative economy.

Third, Culture as Sustainability brings the discussion to a deeper level by positioning culture
as the very core and framework of development. In this dimension, technology is not merely a
neutral medium but must be shaped and utilized based on the values and meanings of local
culture. For instance, in the context of Kelantan, digital platforms for exhibitions or art
promotion should not simply replicate models from metropolitan centers but must instead
reflect local identity whether through language, visual aesthetics, traditional symbols, or
communication styles that resonate with the community. This need underscores that digital
transformation can only be truly sustainable when it is guided by the cultural DNA of the
community.

Overall, this conceptual discussion demonstrates that the theory of Culture in, for, and as can
serve as an integrated framework for assessing the technological adaptation needs of visual art
organizations. Through these three complementary lenses, it becomes clear that art
organizations require not only digital infrastructure to document heritage (in), but also
strategies to utilize technology for economic and social development (for), along with
guidelines to ensure that digital innovations align with local cultural identity (as). This
framework thereby provides a foundation for the development of policies, organizational
strategies, and future empirical studies that position culture as the core of technological
adaptation processes. While digital adaptation and technology enhances visibility and
accessibility, it also risks commodifying cultural heritage by reducing traditional art to market-
oriented content. As Kagan (2018) cautions, technological mediation may erode the contextual
meanings embedded in local practices. To mitigate this, art organizations should adopt a
reflexive curatorial approach, using digital tools to document, interpret, and educate rather than
commercialize cultural expressions. In this sense, technological innovation should serve as a
means of cultural continuity, not commodification.
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Academic and Practical Implications

The framework of Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development provides several important
implications from both academic and practical perspectives. Academically, it broadens the
discourse on technological adaptation in visual arts, which has so far been dominated by
perspectives of innovation and economics. By employing a cultural lens, this study contributes
to a more holistic understanding of how technology functions not merely as a neutral medium
but also as a space where values, identity, and local heritage are negotiated. Furthermore, the
study supports academic efforts to position culture at the heart of sustainable development
analysis, thereby reinforcing the status of culture as the fourth pillar of development, which has
gained increasing attention in international literature (Hawkes, 2001; Throsby, 2001; Soini et
al., 2015).

From a practical standpoint, the framework offers clear guidance for visual art organizations
in planning technological adaptation strategies. Through the culture-in dimension,
organizations can emphasize the need to digitize art archives and exhibition documentation as
a means of safeguarding cultural memory. The culture-for dimension assists organizations in
leveraging technology to expand audience networks, strengthen arts education, and generate
economic resources through digital platforms. Meanwhile, the culture-as dimension highlights
the importance of local identity and values in every form of technological innovation, ensuring
that transformation processes do not neglect the cultural DNA of the community. In this way,
the framework has the potential to serve as a reference for policy and practice in the visual arts
sector, particularly in regions rich in tradition but less exposed to mainstream digital
ecosystems.

Recommendations for Future Research

As a concept paper, this article serves as a conceptual foundation for understanding the
relationship between culture and technological adaptation in visual arts. However, further
research is needed to test the effectiveness of the in, for, and as framework in empirical
contexts. Possible directions include case studies of art organizations in different regions,
comparisons between urban and rural contexts, and longitudinal analyses of art digitization
strategies. Such future studies would not only strengthen the validity of the framework but also
provide more concrete practical evidence for policymakers, art institutions, and creative
communities. Future empirical research could operationalize the Culture in, for, and as
framework through measurable indicators, such as documentation of cultural heritage (culture-
in), digital engagement metrics for community education and participation (culture-for), and
qualitative assessments of local identity representation in digital platforms (culture-as). These
could be explored using thematic coding or policy analysis to assess how cultural values shape
digital transformation in the arts sector.

Conclusion

This article has discussed the need for technological adaptation in visual art organizations
through the framework of Culture in, for, and as Sustainable Development (2015). By focusing
on the three main dimensions; culture as a fundamental component, as a tool for development,
and as the core of development, this framework enables a more in-depth assessment of the
needs of art organizations in the digital era. The conceptual discussion demonstrates that
technological adaptation in visual arts is not merely a matter of technical efficiency but also
involves questions of heritage preservation, the mobilization of culture for economic and social
purposes, and the alignment of innovation with local identity. Thus, culture is no longer seen
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as a supplementary element but as the center that guides the direction of sustainable
development in the field of visual arts (Kagan, 2018; Wan Abdullah Thani, 2021).

The applicability of the framework may vary across contexts; urban art institutions may
prioritize technological efficiency, whereas rural organizations such as those in Kelantan
emphasize cultural preservation. Similarly, traditional art sectors often face different adaptation
pressures than contemporary digital arts, suggesting a valuable avenue for comparative study.
Overall, this article contributes to the literature by emphasizing the importance of culture as
the foundation for analyzing technological adaptation, while also providing a conceptual basis
that can be utilized by academics, art practitioners, and policymakers. At the same time, it
opens avenues for further empirical research to strengthen the application of this theory within
the context of local visual art organizations.
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