
TYPES OF CULTURAL RESPONSE TO EMERGENCY 

This is an attempt at a Systems Thinking model to analyse the possible functions and emerging responses of the cultural sector (arts, design, museums and heritage) to the current emergency (climate 
change, pollution and ill-health, biodiversity loss, resource insecurity, conflict and threats of nuclear war, social injustice and mass migration). Owner Bridget McKenzie www.flowassociates.com  
 

Depth of systemic 
intervention 

Number Type of 
response 

Description Example of intervention for change Specific example of artist, 
organisation or project 

Reacting to events.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Observing and 
making sense. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Intervening to change 
external or 
observable 
conditions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Direct rescue and 
refuge 

Cultural organisations acting in very 
immediate ways to support 
communities in situations of 
climate disaster or similar. 

Opening doors as sanctuary, providing 
emergency expertise or equipment to 
protect heritage sites or artefacts, or 
collecting contemporary artefacts of protest 
or injustice to use them to ‘speak truth to 
power’.  

Gate Theatre opened doors to 
Grenfell Tower victims and helpers 

2 Speaking out Artists and cultural workers as 
activists, using their platform to 
speak out about issues such as 
political corruption, delays to 
climate action or ecocide. 
 

Creative work e.g. Anohni’s songs. (But the 
driving purpose is protest or advocacy 
rather than artistic.)  

 
Mark Ruffalo 

3 Conservation for 
posterity 

Provide scientific knowledge, 
collaborative efforts and education 
to protect and conserve artefacts, 
species or knowledge that has 
become threatened or separated 
from place.  
 

Exhibitions or touring shows that encourage 
Citizen Scientists to observe and record 
species.  

Natural History Museum 
 

4 Sustainable 
Organisations 

Leaders integrating environmental 
action into their processes, 
including programming, governance 
and ethical financing as well as 
operations.  
 

Activists campaigning for more sustainable 
organisations, such as more ethical 
sponsorship.  
 

Arcola Theatre holistic example of 
sustainable building 
OR 
ONCA in Brighton 
 
 

5 Planetary 
sculpture 
 
(This practice also 
has deep 
dimensions) 

Artwork and cultural projects that 
respond creatively but directly 
through regenerative actions. 

Creative & participatory projects with 
tree-planting, rewilding, agroecology, 
permaculture or wildlife conservation. 

Beuys’ 7000 Oaks 

6 Arts and culture as 
divergent enquiry 

Artwork, literature and cultural 
projects that respond to critical 

Artists collaborating with scientists to 
investigate e.g. ocean health or air 

Kasia Molga’s Human Sensor 

http://www.flowassociates.com/
https://www.gatetheatre.co.uk/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mark_Ruffalo
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/our-science.html
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-7000-oak-trees-ar00745
https://www.arcolatheatre.com/
https://onca.org.uk/
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/beuys-7000-oak-trees-ar00745


 
 
 
Anticipating trends 
and intervening to 
alter behaviours. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Designing & altering 
underlying systemic 
structures. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(This can lead to 
deeper 
dimensions) 

situations as meaning-making and 
exploration. 

pollution.  

7 Cultural therapy 
 
(See 16 below for 
deeper 
dimension) 

Helps people regain physical or 
emotional wellbeing, by offering 
expressive outlets, occupational 
distraction or social connection, 
along with strategies for living well.  

Telling stories of experiences. Using 
improvisatory, humorous or haptic/sensory 
activities to calm and focus attention, and 
create sense of flow.  

Art Refuge in Calais 

8 Forum for 
dialogue 

Cultural organisations can act as 
meeting places for citizens, 
businesses, experts, campaigners 
and politicians,  

Hosting dialogue and collaborative enquiry 
about how to tackle environmental and 
social problems, tapping into creative and 
cultural resources or themes. 
 

Derby Museums, and others in the 
Happy Museum project 

9 Virtual recreation Enable ‘travel’ to contexts or 
objects that can’t be experienced or 
of places lost through conflict or 
natural disaster. 

Modelling of potential future situations, or 
archaeological reconstructions of lost 
places. 

virtual reconstruction of Palmyra arch 

10 Ecologically 
innovative design 
of products and 
services 

Designers, creative businesses, 
artists & design organisations 
developing, implementing and 
selling products and services that 
contribute to the Circular Economy 
(or, Regenerative Economy) 
through their materials and 
processes, but also through the 
ways they change behaviours and 
outcomes. 

Sustainable clothing which stops consumers 
thinking that they must keep buying new 
clothes in order to keep up with trends.  

Ryan Mario Yasin designs pleated 
children’s suits that expand 
concertina-style as children grow.  

11 Sustainable 
place-making 

Arts & culture helping places thrive, 
be more attractive and develop a 
‘sense of place’.  

Contributing to regeneration schemes in 
ways that conserve energy, increase 
well-being for human and other inhabitants. 

Edible Bus Stop 

12 Creative 
collaborations for 
economy 

Partnerships with businesses, 
designers, scientists or materials 
technicians on innovations and 

This might include museum retailers 
investing in sustainable innovations with 
new materials, or artists using Blockchain 

Urban Innovative Actions projects 
funded by EU 

https://www.artrefugeuk.org/calais
http://happymuseumproject.org/
http://www.newpalmyra.org/
https://www.dezeen.com/2017/07/05/ryan-mario-yasin-petit-pli-clothing-expands-fit-children-grow-royal-college-art-design-graduates/
http://theediblebusstop.org/
http://www.uia-initiative.eu/


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Transforming mental 
models and frames. 

strategies for sustainability, 
contributing to the Circular 
Economy.  

for new forms of art and exchange of value.  

13 Strategic policy Cultural organisations working in 
localities or specialist/professional 
groups collaborating to change 
regional or national policies or laws 

Playing an influencing role on govt policies 
on environment, human rights, or 
standards/reporting requirements for the 
cultural sector.  

Manchester Arts Sustainability Team 
OR 
#MuseumsforParis 
OR 
Philadelphia’s energy plan  

14 Awareness-raising 
through narrative 
and aesthetics 
 
(may emerge from 
artists’ divergent 
enquiry) 

Inform about complex, 
controversial or hidden ideas/issues 
in lateral ways 

Creating spectacle, metaphor, mystery and 
catharsis. 

The Arctic Cycle 
 
OR 
Kirsty Housley & Matt Hartley’s play 
‘Myth’ (RSC The Other Place) 

15 Culture jamming 
and satire 

Playful ways to disrupt negative 
messaging such as consumerist 
advertising, and political repression. 

Surprising or satirical actions at contentious 
sites, or subverting media channels 

The Yes Men 
OR 
Reverend Billy & the Church of Stop 
Shopping 

16 Play for resilience Active creative play can enhance 
resilience of brains and bodies, 
enable people of all ages to develop 
skills and strategies in safe or 
simulated environments, 
developing the efficacy of self and 
groups.  

Could also include play in virtual games. 
Forest schools. Playful adult learning e.g. 
improvisation training.  

Institute of Imagination 

17 Mourning and 
solemn ritual 

Help people cope with losses of 
peace, biodiversity and stability in 
places and in the whole planet, 
offering ritual and agency to 
support people with grief and 

trauma.  

Processions, monuments or events that 
commemorate loss. May correspond with 
seasonal markers, or religious festivals. 
Creative retreats with ritual. 

Remembrance Day for Lost Species 

18 Empathy and 
generosity 

Doing work that stops us turning on 
each other as things fall apart.  

Arts and cultural projects that help change 
attitudes to our fellow beings, to be more 
caring and less materialist, and to take 
action for others 

Museum of Migration 

19 Reviving of 
ordinary, and 
intangible 

Honouring and reinterpreting 
indigenous stories, values and 
knowledge in ways that restore 

Anthropological film-making. Writers 
spending time with indigenous people. 
Support for cultural centres and education.  

Storyteller Martin Shaw 
OR 
Funding for Intangible Heritage e.g. 

http://www.manchesterclimate.com/involved/MAST
http://www.phillyvoice.com/art-museum-big-piece-phillys-energy-plan-stem-climate-change/
https://www.thearcticcycle.org/
http://theyesmen.org/
http://ioi.london/
https://www.lostspeciesday.org/
http://www.migrationmuseum.org/


heritage connection to the 
more-than-human 

by HLF  

20 Future visions Arts & culture can inspire some of 
the most rich and imaginative 
visions of how we might live in a 
radically changed world.  

Stories can be virally disseminated to shift 
the way cultures think and behave. 
Indigenous people, artists/designers, 
philosophers, children and all kinds of 
people can be empowered to lead 
programmes with the groups or in places 
they can effect the most influence.  

Yindyamarra concept of the Wiradjuri 
people represented in film/exhibition 
 
Imagine Sustainability scenarios 

 
 
 
Underlying principles (from the Framework for Climate Action in the Cultural sector) 
  
·      However local our remit, we accept global responsibility and perspective. 
·      Sustainability is about the evolution of our activities to enhance learning and connection, or to meet needs as they change. The survival of our own organisation is ultimately only important so that we can contribute to 
wider social and global challenges. 
·      We will not delay in reducing the footprint of our operations, as this only a first step towards helping to sustain life on the planet. 
·      We will collaborate with other orgs to share knowledge and resources, giving our time and ideas freely if necessary to bring about fruitful mutuality. 
·      We will make our assets more accessible to aid urgent & pragmatic learning from them (e.g.  increasing digital access to culture and knowledge). 
·      We will enable imaginative thinking & practice, working generously with creative people and ideas. 
·      We think systemically to deal with complex situations, bearing on our creative and cultural assets, to reassess our priorities. 
·      We will redefine our audiences as communities, rather than as customers. Communities are groups or networks of people with shared interests in places or practices, who may have needs and offers, and who can work with 
us to learn and solve problems. 
·      We help people learn so they can play an active role in democracy, cope with future challenges and maintain well-being. (What works for this are participatory, challenging and creative approaches.) 
·      We will think more about context, so that artefacts and knowledge are more dynamically placed into an ecosystem of landscape, biodiversity, and human economics and creativity. 
·      It is relevant for arts & culture orgs to work in areas such as nature conservation, local food, climate-resilient architecture, regenerative economics or with climate refugees. 
·      In making decisions about our relationships with businesses, we will be scrupulous in considering environmental ethics. 
 

https://www.mamalbury.com.au/see-and-do/exhibitions/yindyamarra-respect,-go-slow,-take-responsibility
https://www.mamalbury.com.au/see-and-do/exhibitions/yindyamarra-respect,-go-slow,-take-responsibility
http://imaginesustainability.today/online-experience/

