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The aimof this paper is to investigate the importance and the role of culture
in sustainable development. The study is based on a qualitative research on
the quota sample of three referential groups of experts by using interview
as a method of data collection. The findings of the study confirm that cul-
ture, as a holistic and complex system of values and creative potentials,
stimulates social cohesion in society, strengthens intercultural dialogue as
well as provides for economic effects, all of which is in turn reflected in
sustainable development. We suggest the establishment of a fourth pillar,
aside the economic, social and environmental, to be incarnated by culture.
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Introduction
Sustainability is one of the key concepts in the European Union. It has
been devoted the whole decade but recently more and more events repo-
sition sustainability at the center of political issues and theoretical dis-
cussions. Greta Thunberg and her call that young people need home in
the future – the Earth. Theoretically, in all areas of sustainable develop-
ment on going publications in the field of environmental sciences, econ-
omy, and social sciences show the need for researchers to provide data for
decision-makers. In political arena, sustainability and sustainable devel-
opment are on the agenda of every major world summit, and also ‘locally’
at the level of nation states and local communities.
Sustainability is defined in the Brundtland Report as ‘development that

meets the needs and aspirations of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (United Nations
World Commission on Environment and Development 1987, 43).
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Sustainable development has been commonly defined from the per-
spective of three interrelated dimensions, namely the economic, social
and environmental (Kates, Parris, and Leserowitz 2005; Hasna 2007; El-
liott 2013; Kordestani, Peighambari, and Foster 2015; Sachs 2015). In prac-
tice, sustainable development means searching for, debating and seeking
compromise among different concepts and set priorities according to our
value system, like the triple-bottom-line concept (3bl) and ecologically
sustainable development concept (esd) (Utting 2000; Savitz 2014; Apte
and Sheth 2016).
A traditional conceptual framework of sustainable development has

been lately expanded by the fourth pillar: culture (Hawkes 2001) thus
recognizing the importance of cultural sustainability. In the European
Union, the value system aspires sustainability. The debate about values
in the past two decades, when Europeans have broadly embraced the
concepts of sustainable development, has been a cultural debate. Namely,
‘cultural vitality is as essential to a healthy and sustainable society as so-
cial equity, environmental responsibility and economic viability’ (Hawkes
2001, 7). Hence, social dimension of sustainable development is not suf-
ficient to provide holistic view on sustainable development.
In the past, the role of culture on society development was largely ig-

nored. Nowadays, that view has been changing as an extraordinary range
of potential benefits of the concept of culture, like cohesion, engagement,
belonging and distinctiveness, are being integrated into frameworks of
sustainable development (Hawkes 2001, Segalas et al. 2009; Makarov
2010; Li in Pak 2010; Singer 2010; Shaharir 2012).
The new governance paradigmof four building blocks of sustainability,

namely economicwellbeing, environmental harmonization, social justice
and cultural vitality as basic requirements, can provide a final goal of any
responsible policy resulting in a sustainable society (Lee 2016). In this
respect, ‘culture is not the decoration added’ (Hawkes 2001, 3) to basic
needs of any society, but itself is the basic need.
It is the imperative thatwe include the concept of culture as a co-creator

and promoter of sustainable development in terms of intercultural and
interreligious dialogue in the society. Those partial solutions should give
way to more comprehensive, holistic understanding and embracement
of sustainability (unesco 2001; 2010; 2013). We need to incorporate cul-
tural dimension, culture in action, into the concept of sustainable devel-
opment as the fourth dimension due to interdependency of sustainable
development and culture. The aim of this paper is to explore the impor-
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tance and the role of culture in sustainable development in the framework
of European policies. The study is based on a qualitative research on the
purposive sample of three referential groups of experts by using interview
as a method of data collection.

Culture as the Fourth Pillar of Sustainability
Sir Edward B. Tyler, British anthropologist, provided already in 1871 a
definition of culture as ‘the complex whole which includes knowledge,
belief, art, morals, law, custom, any other capabilities and habits acquired
by man as a member of society.’ His work gave first outlines of a new
discipline, known as culturology.
Culture is an all-embracing concept that refers to the way of life of indi-

viduals in a particular society. Culture is who we are and no development
can be viable in long-term without culture (Frantzeskaki, Loorbach, and
Meadowcroft 2012; United Nations 2012; unesco 2005; 2013).
In 1998, intergovernmental conference on cultural policies for devel-

opment took place in Stockholm on the premise of ‘culture being under-
stood as the basis of development, the very notion of cultural policy has to
be considerably broadened’ (unesco 1998). The conference recognized
twelve principles and placed the culture at the very center of long-term
development policies, among others the interdependence of sustainable
development and culture, cultural fulfillment of people, involvement in
cultural life, dialogue between cultures, cultural creativity, cultural diver-
sity and cultural pluralism, and creativity in societies (unesco 1998).
Moreover, the conference adopted several policy objectives as a recom-
mendation to governments worldwide while designing, promoting and
implementing their long-term, i.e. sustainable development strategies.
The concept of culture has been embedded in, and enhancing, the

paradigm of society of values and the very concept of sustainable de-
velopment. Only sustainable culture shows needed vitality for enabling
sustainable society. Therefore, the fourth pillar – cultural sustainability –
is the glue that binds society. (Hawkes 2001).
A framework of sustainable development based on four pillars of sus-

tainability: economy (material well-being through sustainable economic
growth), equity (social well-being though social cohesion), ecology (envi-
ronmental well-being through natural harmonization) and culture (cul-
tural well-being through intercultural dialogue) is proposed (figure 1).
Hence, four pillars of sustainability have to become formally adopted

around the globe: environmental sustainability, social sustainability, eco-
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Social sustainability Cultural sustainability

Economic sustainability Environmental sustainability

Social cohesion

Material well-being

Intercultural dialogue

Naturally harmonized

figure 1 Four Pillar Concept of Sustainability

nomic sustainability and cultural sustainability (Yencken and Wilkinson
2000).

culture as promoter of intercultural dialogue

Intercultural dialogue, in its essence, ‘seeks linkages and common ground
between different cultures, communities, and people, promoting under-
standing and interaction’ (European Commission 2008).
A precondition for promoting intercultural dialogue and bringing

communities together is a commitment of all stakeholders for full co-
operation and openness to cultural diversity and dialogue in order to
avoid conflicts. In this respect, media has an important meditating role
in intercultural dialogue as it not only greatly influences what we think,
but also how we act. The use of information and communication tech-
nology (ict) enables different cultures to interact with the contemporary
world, to express themselves on their own terms and, hopefully, advance
mutual knowledge, understanding and tolerance (Yarbrough 2011; Joyce,
Vincze, and Marton 2016).
Culture plays an important role in the process of integrating migrants

(Kearns andWhitley 2015; Ucok-Sayrak 2016), to help them better under-
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stand interactions with their new socio-cultural environment, thus con-
tributing to more cohesive society by avoiding the tenacity of prejudice.
Intercultural dialogue is a corrective to the diversity of our cultural in-
tolerance and stereotypes on one side, but involves cultural tensions be-
tween people and communities on the other side when values and collec-
tive memory are involved (Human Rights Council 2007).
So what went wrong with the intercultural dialogue in the past? Ac-

cording to Schoefthaler (2006), intercultural dialogue has largely failed
because of its focus on what is ‘in common’ rather than on differences
and diversity. Mutual tolerance and respect rather than mere acceptance
of diversity is needed (Schoefthaler 2006). According to the United Na-
tions avoiding the deepening of existing stereotypes is the preferred way,
all cultures should receive equal dignity. World of the 21st century is be-
coming increasingly multicultural. According to Huntington (1993 22),
‘the great division among humankind and the dominating source of con-
flict will be cultural.’ The ‘clash of civilizations’ will dominate world poli-
tics. Or alternatively, the co-existence will prevail as different civilizations
as cultural entities will have to learn how to live with the others. A shift
from clash toward alliance of civilization is needed.
Intercultural dialogue is dependent on intercultural competencies, de-

fined as ‘complex of abilities needed to perform effectively and appro-
priately when interacting with those who are linguistically and culturally
different from oneself ’ (Fantini 2007). In an intercultural dialogue, three
basic capabilities are required to be efficient, namely listening capability,
dialogue capability and wonder capability (Eberhard 2008).
Several new initiatives for intercultural and interfaith dialogue have

been started in recent years. According to Eberhard (2008) the engage-
ment in the process of dialogue should include our basic abilities to listen,
wonder and dialogue.

importance of culture for social cohesion
Social cohesion is commonly defined as the glue that keeps societies to-
gether. The European Union has experienced the challenges of not only
economic globalization but also cultural globalization. In addition to
more recent mass migration concerns and security threats, both having
an (negative) impact on the stability of the society. The issue of social
trust has emerged along with the need to be measured over time (Larsen
2014).
A modern globalized and multicultural world is also a world full of
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economic and financial crises. As a similarity of mind is difficult to
achieve, it should at least be cultivated. Hence, culture can help in times
of increased interdependence by promoting values of social inclusion
and the idea of non-discrimination, tolerance and respect for diversity
(Throsby 1999; Sage 2013; Mulunga and Yazdanifard 2014;Marrion 2016).
Promotion of economic and social cohesion should be one of the prior-
ities that guide our activities (Commission of European Communities
1994; Throsby 2001; Bueno, Salmador, and Rodríguez 2007; Brad et al.
2016). The eu’ s cohesion policy aims to help regions with the eu struc-
tural funds to achieve their full potential in order to bring about a conver-
gence of living standard and prosperity and to reduce regional disparities
(European Commission 2001; 2008; 2009 and 2011; oecd 2011; Støvring
2012; Wells in Lixinski 2016).
‘The concept of culture provides the intellectual tools with which a

more effective structure can be build’ (Hawkes 2001, 1). A range of con-
cepts that have developed in parallel, can be brought together and devel-
oped further, including the concept of cohesion and socially-held values
(sense of purpose and meaning). Cultural diversity is essential compo-
nent of social cohesion (coexistence) and economic cohesion (prosper-
ity). Both, cultural and economic inequities need to be addressed, cul-
tural democracy will have to occur. ‘Cultural capital is the glue that holds
a society together, social capital is the lubricant that allows it to operate
smoothly’ (Hawkes 2001, 18).
Economic development can be seen as a window of opportunity to in-

crease social cohesion, but in itself it is not a sufficient condition (Larsen
2014). Social trust and multicultural dialogue are also needed for social
integration and social cohesion. European union seeks for common poli-
cies on sustainable development however there are numerous questions
and issues that need to discussed, dialogued and resolved at the nation
states’ levels and under national jurisdiction. Although, generaly speak-
ing, there is basically no political person speaking against sustainable de-
velopment in European Union there are varieties of solutions and un-
derstandings how sustainable development needs to be implemented. In
Slovenia, there has not been a study that would engage the experts from
different areas on issues related to cultural sustainability.

Research Methodology
Qualitative research approach (Yin 1984) was selected to execute the
study of cultural sustainability in Slovenia as we wanted to gain insight
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into the personal understanding of the research problem by policy mak-
ers, experts and executive managers, thus focusing on studying the sub-
jective meaning that selected participants attributed to the studied aspect
of culture sustainability.
Quota sampling was used as a method for selecting participants based

on their professional experience and knowledge in relation to the re-
search problem. Participants were segmented into three homogeneous
groups and semi-structured interviews (Galletta and Cross 2013) were
conducted, each lasting from 60 to 90 minutes. The interview protocol
was comprised of 20 questions divided into 2 sections. The interviews
were tape recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed. Partici-
pants were properly anonymized.
First group of participants in the study was comprised of five exec-

utive managers with the long-term experience and/or good knowledge
and support of the culture sector.
Second group of participants in the study was comprised of six experts

with the long-term experience in program planning, education, cultural
heritage advisory, non-governmental organizations, authors’ rights seg-
ment, management of public arts organization.
Third group of participants in the study was comprised of five policy

makers, including three former ministers for culture, counsels and mem-
bers of the national council for culture.

research questions
The following research questions were framed for the study:

1. What importance participants in the study give to culture as a fourth
building block of sustainable development?

2. How do participants in the study describe importance of culture for
social cohesion?

3. How do participants in the study describe importance of culture for
intercultural dialogue?

Results and Discussion
participant opinion on importance of culture
for sustainable development

The responses of participants that attempted to identify the aspects with
which culture contributed to the sustainable development of society were
multifaceted. No participant expressed the opinion that culture does not
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contribute to sustainable development, and one even stated that culture in
the broadest sense is crucial for understanding the importance of sustain-
able development. They emphasized that culture, as the bearer of identity
in society, creates a system of values that it is a social binder to promote
creativity and innovation at different levels of life, to promote social crit-
icism and open spaces of dialogue, and to carry the potential of conflict
prevention in itself, as it helps to break down tensions at the symbolic
level.
At the same time, the participants warned about the need to search for

added value, synergistic effects in linking culture with other fields. They
expressed themselves critically about the lack of political will or compe-
tence of political decision-makers to place culture in the development
strategies, as well as about high passivity of stakeholders in the field of
culture, which would place responsibility for it too much in the hands of
politics, depending on funding. They also warned that culture, in the ab-
sence of an imminent system of values, can also mean a security threat, a
threat to the devastation of civilization, and warn against the instrumen-
talization of culture.
Participants recognized in the culture the potential for identity en-

hancement, the promotion of a creative, innovative and inclusive society,
openness to the difference, recognized it a preventative role in preventing
future financial and social crises, an important role in health prevention,
and even in preventing conflicts and security risks. They linked it with
social development, and recognized it as a ‘generator of creativity’ and a
prerequisite for social cohesion.
The participants answered that cultural capital is the materialization

of creativity and acquired knowledge. It is the result of a long-lasting de-
velopment of society and contains a wealth of cultural heritage of nations
or the global community. According to the interlocutors, cultural capital
is an imminent component of the developmental level of society, and at
the same time it is a strong anchorage of the individual in the commu-
nity. Some people perceive this individual as the greatest cultural capital.
Participants also mentioned the link between cultural and social capital
and the level of tolerance in society.

participant opinion on culture as a promoter
of social cohesion

The study shows that almost all participants are well acquainted with the
field. They have been actively involved in cultural projects in their per-
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sonal or business life in order to promote social cohesion. The general
belief of participants is that culture is a strong community binder. In this
context, they draw attention to its inclusive nature, which enables cultural
institutions to become places of dialogue and confront with differences,
a culture of the inclusion of the inclusive society and the quality of life
in it. Accessibility of culture and active participation in it strengthens the
individual’s image, allows him to travel from themargin and gives a sense
of inclusion, acceptance. It can therefore also be a powerful factor of the
prevention on area of health and safety.
According to our interlocutors, social cohesion is created when people

are exposed to the common experience that connects them. Although
modern democracy and a lifestyle at the global level enable less of this
kind of experience, amateur culture throughout the Slovenian cultural
space lives an intense life and is established as a strong connecting el-
ement of the community. According to the participants, top-notch arts
should be widely available, with the particular care and sensitivity for the
young people.

participant opinion on culture as a promoter
of intercultural dialogue

Despite the fact that humanity faces daily with a lack of dialogue, three
participants have expressed the view that the concept of intercultural di-
alogue is inadequate because it is obsolete, is no more than just a fash-
ionable phrase. They believe it should be replaced by the term cultural
coexistence. Participant, who expressed a negative attitude towards the
notion, at the same time stressed the exceptional importance of intercul-
tural dialogue in a globalized world, for which culture has no exclusive
right and no responsibility.
Participants from the business world unanimously agreed on the im-

portance of intercultural dialogue for successful business cooperation
and coexistence, and recognized culture as a bridge between diverse cul-
tures. They emphasized that successful business practices are those that
allow diversity, which build trust on common values and establish dia-
logue while promoting coexistence and awareness of the importance of
providing linguistic diversity for business success. Intercultural dialogue
was marked as a way to learn about the values and customs of other na-
tions, or even as the only survival option. Participants from the field of
culture and related sectors emphasized the importance of a creative cul-
ture of cooperation that connects diverse cultures, since in the intercul-
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tural co-operation a global culture with global phenomena, values and
ethics is emerging, it has drawn attention to the wealth of talents brought
to society by various individuals and communities and thus enable hy-
bridization and innovation in the field of artistic creation.

Discussion and Future Directions
Based on the results of the study the following interpretation is given:

1. Culture contributes to sustainable development. It has beenunequivo-
cally established that culture contributes to the sustainable develop-
ment. It is more difficult to accurately determine its concrete effects,
because due to the lack of comparable and relevant criteria, we of-
ten find ourselves on the slippery ground of justificationmore based
on convictions than concrete indicators. There is a high degree of
consensus that culture represents the code of the system of one’s
own values, while at the same time it acts as a social binder in the
community, broadens its horizons, and strengthens the dialogue of
openness to difference. Participation in cultural activities promotes
creativity and innovation in all fields of operation, improves qual-
ity of life, prevails in many areas, and triggers special synergy effects
when connecting with other fields.

2. Term cultural capital needs further clarification. Participants under-
stood the concept of cultural capital in two ways, such as the mate-
rialization of creativity in cultural heritage and in the acquired skills
on the one hand, and the profits from cultural activity on the other.

3. Active participation contributes to social cohesion. It is evident that
the accessibility of culture and active participation reinforce the in-
dividual’s image, enable the way out of the marginal areas to vulner-
able groups and individuals, and encourage acceptance. Therefore,
culture can also be a powerful factor in the prevention of health and
safety. The importance of a culture for social cohesion and the de-
mocratization of society are particularly important in times of crisis.

4. Cultural cooperation promotes intercultural dialogue. Cultural coop-
eration successfully overcomes stereotypes, helps to understand the
values and customs of other nations in a spirit of respect and co-
existence, and stimulates the promotion of cultural and linguistic
diversity, thus developing the intercultural competences of all stake-
holders in the dialogue process. Creative intercultural cooperation
can link diverse cultures at the symbolic level, help to resolve con-
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flicts between cultures or between subcultures, while at the same
time promoting the wealth of talents that diverse individuals and
communities bring to society, enables hybridization and innovation
in the field of artistic creation.

5. Systemic solution is needed. The study confirms the contribution of
the cultural and creative sectors and related sectors for economic de-
velopment. The contribution to culture represents an investment in
sustainable development and the stimulation of self-confidence and
the innovative entrepreneurship of its citizens on the other hand.
However, the potential for creative partnerships between creators
and the economy in comparison with the international space in
Slovenia remain underused.

6. Paradigm change is needed. To change the paradigm, both political
will and qualification of the political decision makers are needed. It
is only in view of both aspects that it would be possible to restore the
fragile confidence of the cultural and creative sector and to establish
stronger partnerships with it.

Based on the results of the study the following six future directions for
policy makers are proposed:
1. Integrate culture into sustainable development strategies and raise

awareness of its role by involving all stakeholders.
2. Create partnerships between cultural policy makers and stakehold-

ers. It should be built on mutual trust. Provide financial resources
and continuously monitor and evaluate progress.

3. Engage cultural policymakers in overcoming sectoral confusion and
promote cross-sectoral cooperation in the fields of education, econ-
omy, social affairs, youth policies, development policies and other
relevant areas.

4. Establish good practices tailor-made to the needs of stakeholders.
5. Take advantage of the openness and diversity of the natural and cul-

tural heritage of the Slovene territory and offer the pulse of contem-
porary culture.

6. Empower cultural and creative sector and strengthen its competi-
tiveness.

Conclusion
Culture can offer answers to global challenges of today’s world. The path
to cultural sustainability leads through the integration of art and culture
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into all stages of the education process, it is promoted by vibrant contacts
with art and heritage and by active participation in cultural projects. Ac-
cessibility of culture and participation in it enable individuals to focus
on the community, improve self-esteem and at the same time strengthen
their responsibility to the community through active citizenship.
Because of its immanent nature, culture encourages and preserves an

inclusive, creative and innovative society. The findings of our study affirm
the claim about the importance of culture in promotion of sustainable
intercultural dialogue. It is necessary to move on from lip service about
intercultural dialogue to actually do more in this direction.
Culture, which is a value in itself, also offers a tool for establishing and

strengthening intercultural competences. Collaboration in culturemakes
it possible to open up horizons, discover unknown worlds, learn other
cultures, learn languages and make friends. It is the best way to over-
come stereotypes and prejudices. The process of intercultural awareness
and cooperation is particularly important for young people who will be
part of future, hopefuly sustainable society, and therefore special atten-
tion should be paid to them.
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