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ABSTRACT

Sustainable Development of Private Art Museums in China: A Narrative Inquiry Study

by Chaoran Li

Private art museums are a relatively new phenomenon in China, having first appeared in the 20th
century. This brief timeline in the larger history of art museums, coupled with the fact most
Chinese private art museums close after just a few years of operation, has led many to question
how to promote the sustainability of these institutions. These questions became even more
pronounced with the onset of the COVID-19 global pandemic, which brought a greater sense of
uncertainty to the museum industry and society at large. This dissertation inquires similarly,
asking how sustainability is conceptualized by Chinese private art museum professionals and
factors that affect sustainable development of this subset of museums. To respond to such
questions, this study adopted a three-pronged framework that examined the cultural, economic,
and social factors impacting museum sustainability (adapted from Stylianou-Lambert et al.’s
(2014) study), which was then applied to interviews conducted with 10 museum professionals
from private art museums throughout China. The interviewees often spoke of a Western museum
model being applied to private art museum operations in China, with both positive and negative
effects. Moreover, they presented sustainability as a multifaceted concept, one predicated on
multiple factors or concerns. Some of the factors influencing the sustainability of private art
museums that were explored include (a) desire for greater government support but more
curatorial autonomy and less censorship, (b) desire to cater to changing audience preferences
while maintaining the integrity of exhibits, and (c) desire to become more financially self-

sufficient without being influenced by the whims of the individuals privately funding museum
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operations. These tensions were examined in depth to provide recommendations for increasing
the visibility of Chinese private art museums, thereby promoting their long-term sustainability.

Keywords: Private art museums, China, sustainability, narrative inquiry, new museology
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

Museums have become a hallmark of contemporary society. It seems that no matter the
size of the city, it is usually able to boast at least one museum. The prevalence of museums is
perhaps attributable to the social function they serve. As a cultural institution open to the public,
the art museum has multiple functions. For example, art museums operate as outlets for
exhibiting artists” work, conducting research, engaging in educational activities, and
communicating with the public on various social issues (Zhang, 2015). Lilla (1985) stated the
museum is an empowering institution, and other scholars have described the museum as a
building to house collections of objects for inspection, study, and enjoyment (Harrison, 2005).

As time passes, the shape museums assume and intrinsic meaning attached to them
changes, resulting in differing perspectives on the needs museums serve. Yet, researchers like Lu
(2014) pointed out that museums should be stable institutions and not cultural symbols with
transient meanings. The International Council of Museums (ICOM, 2023), the only international
organization representing museums and museum professionals, offered a comprehensive
definition of museums, which is careful to revise previous notions of the museum as sites of
knowledge transmission to present them today as platforms for social change. The definition is
as follows:

A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that research,

collects, conserves, interprets, and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the

public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability. They

operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of



communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and

knowledge sharing. (International Council of Museums, 2022, para. 3)

The role of the modern-day museum has come to be seen as an homage to more
progressive values like collective memory, intangible heritage, and addressing social issues
(Habjani¢ & Perko, 2018). Therefore, museums are integral to discussions of cultural identity
formation, but questions regarding their place in society inevitably arise when one considers the
greater cultural context: Are the development of museums specific to the society or culture in
which they find themselves? Or, have museums, like so many other cultural events or places
today, become a globalized phenomenon? Furthermore, another point of consideration pertains
to how museums, as symbols of the past, can be integrated with present-day concerns for the
future in the form of sustainability initiatives.

Such reflections are what ultimately gave rise to this study. However, my research
specifically examined only art museums. When compared to other types of museums (e.g.,
history museums, science museums), art museums draw from a wide pool of visitors, attracting
67 million visitors worldwide (Association of Art Museum Directors, 2018). For the purposes of
this study, art museums are distinguished from commercial art galleries, as the latter refers to
for-profit exhibition spaces that sell and auction works of art.

The larger category of art museums may further be refined into the subcategory of private
art museums. In the past, private art museums referred exclusively to those museums that were
founded by private owners (Kolbe et al., 2022). For example, the earlier private art museums in
Shanghai (e.g., Long Art Museum, Zhengda Art Museum and MoMA) were all founded by
private owners (Lisa, 2012). In countries with extensive international financial networks, such as

China, private art museums have typically been established by both domestic and foreign



collectors, large multinational conglomerates seeking investment opportunities, and a complex
mix of privately and publicly held organizations (De Nigris, 2016; Lisa, 2012).

Because private art museums are uniquely situated in the sociopolitical and cultural
context of China, this study will explore relevant and timely information about the current status
of these museums. China has seen a preponderance of private art museums, in particular,
cropping up in the past few decades. In fact, private owners in China are responsible for
founding 26 different private contemporary art museums within the country, ranking it the
country with the fourth-highest number of privately owned modern art museums in the world
(Larry's List, 2016).

Here, the term private art museum refers to art museums founded by private owners or
private companies. This delineation is an important distinction to make, given this subset of
museums does not enjoy the same cultural support in the form of government financial
allocations as state-owned museums. Therefore, the precarious existence of private museums
invites questions of how to ensure their continued development—questions this dissertation
sought to address.

Introduction to the Study

Sustainability is an encompassing term often explored in organizations from a
development and management direction. The concept of sustainability since the 1980s has been
primarily understood in relation to environmental issues (Brophy & Wylie, 2013). However, the
thinking around museum sustainability and its implications for museums only emerged more
clearly at the beginning of the 21st century. Scholars have proposed that sustainability in
museums is about cultural organizational management approaches, in relation to the operations

of the institution (Sutter, 2006), and have emphasized the interdependence of culture, economy,



society, and sustainability (Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014). Long-term sustainability is a primary
concern for virtually any organization, and museums are no exception. According to Wickham
and Lehman (2015), understanding sustainable development policies and practices in the field of
museum studies is central to ensuring the well-being of the communities the museums in
question serve. Practices and initiatives rooted in sustainability can provide museums with
opportunities to provide innovative approaches to heritage and collection conservations and
foster public engagement (Merriman, 2008).

Despite the promise of sustainability for fostering the longevity of museums, it remains
difficult to accomplish. Despite the rapid development of museums in China, the main
challenges facing museums in China is the balance between quantity and quality of museums,
management systems, talent development, and uniqueness and diversity of museum ecology (An,
2020; Guan, 2020). Due to stable government financial support, funding is not the main
challenge for state-owned museums in China, but rather the government’s control over the
cultural aspects of museums, with fewer opportunities for museum practitioners to express their
individual identities and personal creativity (Ho, 2019).

Mintrom and O’Connor (2020) pointed out the Chinese government is using the growing
cultural market and industry to infiltrate its own political image. However, private art museums
do not seem to be the subject of much government interference. Despite the rapid development
of private art museums, compared to state-owned art museums, private art museums’ special
status makes them face greater challenges and a series of problems (Ge, 2013; J. Zhang, 2017).

For example, Chinese private museums get various forms of indirect assistance from the
government, which contributes to their sustainable development, including tax exemptions and

provision of real estate or land free of charge (Frey & Meier, 2002; Kiowski, 2017; Kolbe et al.,



2022). However, China’s donation and tax exemption system is quite complex and difficult to
operate (ARTDBL, 2023a; De Nigris, 2018; Hi Art, 2023; L. K. Zhao et al., 2020). Lack of a
reliable legal framework and clear tax incentives has led many private museums in China to
close after a few years of operation (Hi Art, 2023; Kolbe et al., 2022; Zennaro, 2017). Other
concerns lie with the difficulty in continuing to adhere to international art museum standards that,
first and foremost, emphasize academic research (S. Zhao, 2013).

Studies have shown sustainability is a challenging topic for museum directors and
administrators (Chitima, 2015; International Council of Museums, 2020; Swarbrooke, 2015). As
the International Council of Museums (2020) noted, sustainability can be difficult to achieve
because museums must attempt to balance concerns for the people they serve, the planet and its
environmental footprint, profitability and financial health, integrity of its programs, and
adherence to its mission. In China, development of museums has been rapid, but despite much
growth in this sector in recent years, sustainability nonetheless remains a challenge for many of
the aforementioned reasons (De Nigris, 2018).

Further complicating matters is the fact only about 2% of China’s museums are
contemporary art museums, and majority of those museums dedicated to presenting
contemporary art are private art museums (J. Johnson, 2013). What this means is if private
museums dedicated to exhibiting and housing art collections fail, the artwork they promote and
preserve may suffer or be lost altogether. In China, this specific museum niche is especially
important in terms of cultural preservation. Private art museums have a close relationship with
China’s society, economy, and politics (Lu, 2014). But, as Hu (2020) underscored, challenges
and difficulties associated with private art museums in China represent a long-standing problem.

According to ARTDBL (2023a), the mainstream cultural system in the West pays limited



attention to Chinese art museums, making private art museums invaluable to China. Without
them to display contemporary art, it would be difficult for China to enter a dialog with the world
on matters of art.

Achieving sustainability becomes even more difficult when one considers the role
unprecedented global events have on museums’ staying power. The COVID-19 global pandemic
is a prime example. The pandemic has had a significant negative impact on cultural institutions
worldwide (Ozili & Arun, 2023; Travkina & Sacco, 2020). Due to COVID-19, different types of
public cultural venues have been closed to a certain extent, which has also resulted in a
significant reduction in the number of visitors (Silberman, 2020). Under the COVID-19
restriction policy, Chinese museums held more than 29,000 exhibitions in 2020, receiving 540
million in-person visitors, a year-to-year decrease of 56% (UNESCO, 2020). These impacts have
led to a financial crisis for cultural institutions that rely on cultural tourism and cultural activities
for their survival by reducing their revenues (Silberman, 2020). In addition, the pandemic has
forced the downsizing of programs and forced cultural workers out of work, with nearly a third
of museums being forced to reduce their staff by nearly a third (Cobley et al., 2020; Network of
European Museum Organizations, 2020). The sudden onset of COVID-19 pushed private art
museums to a more peripheral social space, thus increasing the uncertainty of art museums’
place in society and highlighting their tenuous existence.

Purpose and Significance of the Study

Given the challenges to sustainability and importance it holds for Chinese private art
museums and conducting the literature review, I found most existing methodologies for
conducting empirical research on the sustainable development of museums were focused

primarily on quantitative analyses or case studies. Not only are there very few empirical studies



on the sustainable development of private art museums in China, but very few qualitative studies
on this subject. Therefore, this study adopted a narrative-based inquiry approach to better
understand how these art museums are developing with long-term success in mind. This study
explored the experiences of Chinese private art museums with sustainability, examined museum
professionals’ understanding of the concept of sustainability itself, and adjustments they made to
their practice to realize their goals under this complex and ever-changing environment.

Another goal of this study was to identify factors that promote sustainable development
amid the backdrop of Chinese art and cultural landscape. Moreover, this study aimed to assist
private and non-state-owned cultural institutions in coping with challenges to sustainability as
they arise and anticipate such challenges in the future.

Practical takeaways from this study include providing guidance on how the Chinese
government and cultural institutions can support the sustainable development of Chinese private
art museums in the future. By soliciting input of professionals working in private art museums,
this research contributed to ongoing conversations about sustainability in museum studies. It
aimed to fill a gap in the literature on this topic while simultaneously laying the foundation for
further research in this area. More specifically, objectives of this study include: (a) facilitating
the further development of existing private art museums, in addition to establishing the
conditions for new institutions to emerge; (b) aiding cultural institutions both in China and
abroad to gain a more nuanced understanding of the role and purpose of the private art museum,;
and (c) encouraging the development of policies and practices that promote the sustainable
development of Chinese private art museums.

In summary, the importance of private art museums and the challenges they face have

prompted questions regarding the future of art museums in China. Yet, despite the pressing



nature of this issue, it remains underaddressed by way of empirical research (Kolbe et al., 2022)
that might provide guidance to these museums. Therefore, this narrative-based inquiry study
addressed this relative gap in the literature and providing actions museums may wish to consider
for the sustainable development of such institutions. The next section presents the research
questions guiding this study.
Research Questions
This study explored two main research questions. The research questions are as follows:
1. Inacomplex and changing social environment, how do art museum professionals
view the sustainable development of private art museums in China?

2. What factors affect the sustainable development of China’s private art museums?

Before examining these research questions, it is important to understand more about the
background of this topic. Therefore, in the next chapter, context and history of how museums in
China developed will be described along with scholarly literature discussing the sustainable

development of museums.



CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

To fully understand sustainability goals, challenges, and methods for implementation as
they relate to private art museums in China, these topics must be grounded in the extant literature.
Therefore, this literature review provides a synthesis of key concepts and empirical studies on
the sustainable development of private art museums in China. The literature review begins by
tracing the history of museums in China, detailing their development in society throughout the
ages. Next, it proceeds to establish the disciplinary context of the research, which outlines new
museology in the West and new museum studies in China. In this part of the discussion, concepts
pertaining to sustainability development are explored at both the level of the individual museum
and global art scene.

The next section presents three dimensions of museums’ sustainable development,
categorized by economic, social, and cultural considerations. Adopting such a comprehensive
approach to analyzing sustainability among this specific class of museums thus aligns the
discussion with the prevailing theoretical models of museum sustainability by engaging with the
issue in a more systemic and holistic fashion. This literature review concludes by introducing
emerging perspectives on various factors affecting museums’ sustainable development, and uses
this discussion as a means for identifying gaps in knowledge this study aims to fill.

Museum Development in China

Although museums are considered modern Western inventions, in recent history, Chinese
museums have undergone various significant changes, including a move toward localization. The
subsequent section examines the development of museums in China in greater depth and is

divided into four periods: (a) origin of the museum, (b) early development of museums in China,



(c) Chinese museums after the economic reform and cultural exchange prompted by the Open
Door policy of the late 1970s, and (d) expansion and global recognition of Chinese museums
around and after 2010. By analyzing the historical context and key developments, this section
aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the evolution of museum culture in China.
With greater knowledge of their historical context, we can thus gain insight into the important
role these institutions played in the Chinese cultural landscape, and place of private art museums
in today’s world.

Origins of the Museum

According to Su (1995), the origin of museums is inextricably linked to culture itself.
Museums began as collections of beloved treasures, and when collections amassed a certain
amount of treasure, a primitive museum was formed. The etymology of the word museum is
attributable to the Greek mouseion, meaning a shrine to the muses (University College London,
2003). One of the earliest examples of the museum is the Mouseion at Alexandria, which was
established in an attempt to preserve Greek culture and citizens’ Hellenistic identity (Maehler,
2004).

Although the museum at Alexandria may have been one of the earliest examples of
museums in the West, its counterpart in the East could be considered to be the Temple of
Confucius (551 B.C. — 479 B.C.), the earliest recorded primitive museum in China (Su, 1995).
Following his death, Confucius’s followers converted his former residence into a temple to honor
him. His followers displayed artifacts of his life, including pieces of clothing, hats, musical
instruments, and even wheelbarrows. However, with the museum at Alexandria and Temple of
Confucius, the social function of the museum did not extend much beyond collection and

preservation.
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Su (1995) pointed out that museums of antiquity departed from museums in the present
day. The latter, the present-day museum is a product of industrial civilization, and it performed
three primary social functions: collection, scientific research, and education. However, museums
in China gradually assumed all three functions as Chinese society was reduced to a semicolonial
and semifeudal form of social organization from the 1840s until the end of the 19th century,
when the conditions for the creation of modern museums slowly emerged.

Early Development of Museums in China: From Pre-1949 to 1976

According to Lu (2014), in the 1860s and 1870s, China launched a movement to learn
from the West, and thereby initiated a process of social modernization. As part of these efforts,
China sent Chinese scholars abroad, to serve as cultural ambassadors and learn from Western
ways of life. The idea was these intellectuals would bring home insights that could be
implemented in Chinese society. Early development of museums in China was closely related to
travels and activities of this group of scholars. After visiting museums throughout Europe in the
1840s, the scholars returned home to China and suggested the government should erect museums
the same way Europe has, and incorporate museology into school curricula (Lu, 2014).

It is worth noting not only Chinese scholars traveled abroad; citizens of the West also
ventured to China, with French, English and other foreign missionaries ultimately establishing
early modern museums in the country (Lu, 2014). In 1905, a time when China was in the early
stages of the fall of the Qing dynasty and overthrow of the feudal imperial system, Zhangjian, a
Chinese patriotic intellectual, founded China’s first museum, the Nantong Museum. It is widely
considered to be the first museum in China in the modern sense of the word because it was
founded by the Chinese people—independent of assistance from Western visitors—and because

it ushered in the era of China’s modern museum business (Nantong Museum, 2023; Su, 1995).

11



The Nantong museum displayed historical artifacts, natural specimens, and works of art, and was
tied to much-needed patriotic causes during this tumultuous period of China’s history (Lu, 2014).

China’s first national museums served to promote patriotic ideals. As Lu (2014) noted,
China’s national museums were born after the Qing dynasty and series of events previously
mentioned. One particularly well-known example is the National Palace Museum. The museum
was built in 1925, at a time when the Chinese government sought to strengthen its focus on
cultural preservation, and officials looked to museums as one mechanism for preservation.

Museums were seen as inextricably linked to preservation of cultural relics and tangible
symbols of the emperor’s power. More than just being seen as instruments of preserving cultural
heritage, museums were regarded as vehicles for promoting art deemed patriotic and
dissemination of ideas. The Chinese government recognized the importance of cultural
institutions, like museums, in shaping the ideology of the masses, promoting a sense of national
identity, and instilling certain values in its people.

Another turning point in the evolution of museums in Chinese society occurred in 1935,
when the Chinese Museum Association was first established. As a direct result of the formation
of such an organization, the quality and diversity of China’s museums flourished (Lu, 2014).
Although during this time art museums specifically had not yet emerged, establishment of these
museums nonetheless paved the way for their later entry as a comparable public cultural
institution (Ho, 2019).

Conceptually speaking, the art museum may be considered as a type or subset of museum.
In China, the history of art museums dates back to the early 20th century after the formation of
the Chinese Museum Association. Only a year later, in 1936, the Jiangsu Provincial Art Museum

was established in Nanjing, making it the first of its kind (De Nigris, 2018). Not only was this
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museum the first national art museum in modern China, but founding of the museum marked the
beginning of China’s art museum industry (Jiangsu Art Museum, 2023).

After the founding of New China in 1949 (Kraus, 2004), the state became the primary
patron and financial backer of the arts. Therefore, China was in a position to regulate artistic
production through different cultural organizations, including artists’ associations, research
institutes, publishing houses, art schools, museums, and countless other national, provincial,
municipal, and local cultural bureaus (DeBevoise, 2014). In fact, the heavy government
involvement in the arts is what allowed for one of China’s most notable art museums, the
National Art Museum of China, to open its doors to the public in 1963. Since that time, the
National Art Museum of China has become a national landmark and enduring cultural symbol
(National Art Museum of China, 2023).

Government initiatives supporting the arts and museums dedicated to the arts continued
to appear in subsequent decades. During the Great Leap Forward from 19571965 (i.e., Socialist
Construction Tide), the Chinese government required each county to have a museum. This meant
over a l-year period spanning 1957—1958, the number of museums in China increased
dramatically—from 72 to 360 (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2018).

However, as Ho (2019) points out, such progress would come to a halt as the Cultural
Revolution between 1966—1976 got underway and resulted in a tumultuous period in China’s
history. During this period, the country witnessed a period of profound social and cultural change
that affected development of art museums in immeasurable and unforeseen ways. Although the
Cultural Revolution led to the widespread destruction of cultural infrastructure and closure of
numerous museums, the end of the revolution in 1976 paved the way for the revival of Chinese

art and subsequent rise of art museums.
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Chinese Museums After the Cultural Revolution: From 1977 to 2000

After the end of the Cultural Revolution, Chinese museums went through a process of
restoration and reconstruction and, in 1977, the National Museum Association was renamed to
the State Administration of Cultural Heritage. As one of the first orders of duty, this newly
rebranded organization held a meeting to discuss the development and role of Chinese museums
after the Cultural Revolution. Their discussions would undoubtedly be influenced by Deng
Xiaoping’s ascension to lead the nation in 1978, and economic reforms he put into place shortly
after taking office.

Referred by the Chinese people as the country’s opening up to the rest of the world,
Xiaoping’s Open Door policy sought to open the nation’s figurative doors to those countries
wishing to do business in China. As influx of new enterprises and ideas poured in, China saw
museums’ status less as entities controlled by the state and their gravitation toward more
entrepreneurial spaces, where alternative conceptualizations of artistic work could emerge
(DeBevoise, 2014; Kraus, 2004). This newfound freedom is what encouraged the growing
number of different types of museums in China to focus on specific themes (Song, 2019).

Growth of museums of all types was supported by rapid urbanization and cultural
transformation that was characteristic of the period (Ho, 2019). Around this time, the country
saw a boom in the construction of art museums. According to Ho (2019), in 1984, local
governing bodies proposed construction of Guangdong Art Museum, and in 1986, Shanghai Art
Museum was also founded. Less than a decade later, in 1997, Guan Shanyue Art Museum in
Shenzhen would also be established.

The sudden and seemingly widespread appearance of art museums across China

coincided with the national economic policies of the 1980s. Ho (2019) noted in 1980s, the state
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supported export of handicrafts and artwork as a form of foreign exchange, which, in turn,
promoted marketization of art. Other factors that allowed art museums in China to assume a
more visible place in society include China’s cultural environment at the time was relatively
relaxed.

Amid such conditions, development of the museum business became re-institutionalized
and more diversified, with a return to privatization. Such diversification was due, in part, to
Xiaoping’s cultural policy that placed greater emphasis on commercialization of art products,
and thereby led to a greater diversity of art products (Kraus, 2004). Furthermore, because the
system of institutionalized support for the arts shifted and the state was no longer the sole patron,
this led to the redevelopment of museums as both publicly and privately held entities, making the
answer to the question of whether museums are essentially public or private even more variable
(Ho, 2019).

In addition, DeBevoise (2014) pointed out art museums themselves actively played a role
in diversifying their sources of financial support by renting display spaces, establishing for-profit
galleries, and organizing exhibitions to sell artwork, among other sources of income, to
compensate for the decentralization and reduction of state support. These efforts were further
aided by the 1982 Law on the Protection of Cultural Relics, which regulated acquisition and sale
of cultural relics, legalized private ownership of works of art, and allowed for establishment of
nongovernmental art collections. This law laid the foundation for development of private
museums in China.

Meanwhile, the Chinese Museum Association resumed operations in 1982, followed by
establishment of the Chinese Museum Society in 1983, successor of the Chinese Museum

Association, which promoted professionalization of the museum field in China (Song, 2019).
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This same year, China also joined the International Council of Museums, thus facilitating
integration of Chinese museums in the global art industry (Song, 2019). In short, by this time,
Chinese museums had gradually recovered from impacts of the Cultural Revolution.

Private Art Museums in China: From the 1990s to the Early 2000s

Even though the number of museums was now significantly higher than previous decades,
majority of art museums in China could still be classified according to two institutional types:
private- or state-owned. The category an individual museum falls into has a great bearing on the
way it operates (Frey & Meier, 2006). State-owned art museums are art museums funded by the
state treasury, and can provide their employees with benefits that accompany a governmental
position (e.g., job security). State-owned art museums are owned and managed by the Chinese
government, but ownership of private art museums is not quite as straightforward (De Nigris,
2016; S. Liu, 2019).

To better understand the issue of art museum ownership, it may be helpful to examine the
timeline of art museums’ emergence in both the East and the West. Art museums founded by
private owners emerged in the West in the early 1960s, whereas museums in China did not
appear until the mid-to-late 1990s (Kolbe et al., 2022). According to scholars like Lin (2021),
rapid development of most modern and contemporary private art museums is inseparable from
interventions of museums with substantial private capital holdings. These investors have diverse
backgrounds, representing industries spanning finance, medicine, cultural and art industry
investment, and real estate. Yet, it is investors with a real estate background that comprise
majority of individuals responsible for founding private art museums in China (S. Wang, 2017).

The 1990s directly benefitted from the economic and cultural reform of the previous two

decades. According to Ho (2019), during this time, rapid development of the market economy
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was accompanied by budding development of museums founded by private owners in China.
Also at this same time, the state began to allow individuals to run their own businesses, and with
a predictable uptick in self-employment, Chinese entrepreneurs swiftly accumulated assets that
would allow them to become the mainstay of the museum boom.

Not only did these museums now have the financial strength to amass their own art
collections, but they also maintained relatively close connections with the government—a
strategic advantage that earned the museums’ entrepreneurial-minded owners implicit
government approval to establish their own art museums. Museums of the 1990s were therefore
concentrated in the private sector, with Yanhuang Art Museum, a private modern art museum in
Beijing, founded in 1991, Shanghe Art Museum and TEDA Contemporary Art Museum in 1998,
and Dongyu Art Museum in Shenyang in 1999. However, these private museums, all founded by
real estate entrepreneurs, survived for only a few years before closing (Kiowski, 2017; J. Zhang,
2017), a fact which prompts further investigation into the politics of museum ownership.

As previously alluded to, ascent of private art museums in the 1990s was closely related
to emerging urban developers and was driven by real estate companies (De Nigris, 2016; Lin,
2021). Unlike state-owned art museums, early private art museums were driven more by the
demand for private assets rather than making provision for established, grounded cultural
institutions (Lin, 2021). In sum, rapid economic construction and full development of
urbanization in the late 1990s led to social transformation, which involved real estate companies
in art, led to changes in human values and worldviews, and paved the way for the second wave

of private art museum construction fever (Javier & Gail, 2020).
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Chinese Museums After the Millennium

Upon entering the 21st century, China, which had become a member of the World Trade
Organization in 2000, was now an important player in the globalized world. It had undergone
dramatic changes, characterized by an accelerating art market, rapidly growing museums, and
proliferation of private galleries (Ho, 2019). Such growth has only continued over the past 25
years. From 2011-2020, the Chinese government planned to develop one museum for every
250,000 residents, with the end goal to attract 1 billion visitors by the end of the time period
specified. The government may have been close to achieving such a goal, as the number of
museums in China has grown from about 1,400 at the turn of the century to over 5,000 today
(Gail, 2020).

Still, when compared to the United States, China’s museum per capita ratio falls short.
There are currently 27,843 residents in China to one museum, which proportionally translates to
9,346.5 residents to one museum in a U.S. context. Therefore, it makes sense when the
population of museum owners is compared to the total population, China lags behind the United
States, but it is worth pointing out these figures are only one metric of success.

China’s museums are still growing very fast (Guerzoni, 2015). China’s economic boom
and increased number of global connections have also greatly contributed to growth of Chinese
museums. Number and size of Chinese museums has grown exponentially since 2010. For
example, Today Art Museum in Beijing in 2002, Shanghai World Expo in 2010, and Long
Museum, founded by collectors Liu Yigian and Wang Wei, were all founded after 2000. In
addition to more art museums opening across the country, Chinese art museums have also

experienced rapid growth and diversification (Ho, 2019). One example of such diversification is
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many Chinese art museums now showcase Chinese and international art in response to both
public and private efforts to bridge the gap between local and global art scenes.

Indeed, globalization has created a positive environment for museums to develop a more
diverse range of domestic and international exhibitions, and target a more diverse audience and
raise funds through different channels (A. Li & Chen, 2014). Chinese museums have introduced
more services and activities designed to improve their financial status, such as offering guests
dining options, opportunities for gift shopping, and paid educational activities (A. Li & Chen,
2014). As landmarks of urban development (Lin, 2021), museums have grown alongside
people’s cultural consumption, both material and immaterial. Just as more people are now
visiting museums, more are purchasing museum-related cultural products (A. Li & Chen, 2014).

Given museums’ economic stimulation, they are increasingly being seen as beneficial to
the local economy and spurring tourism activities in their surrounding area (Lord, 2002).
Moreover, globalization has facilitated their extended financial reach, with museums beginning
to host more and more overseas exhibitions, engage in exchanges with overseas cultural
institutions, and adopt the use of social media to create virtual exhibitions (Lu, 2014). Their
increasing global presence and scope of the financial impact they exert is what prompted cultural
institutions across China beginning in 2011 to create boards of trustees to ensure professionalism
in institutional governance (An, 2020). Today, 75% of state-owned museums have boards of
trustees (An, 2020). These trustees are composed of both private citizens and state actors, who
have played a key role in guiding museum development (Guan, 2020).

As Chinese society becomes more developed and different agencies and organizations
acquire more disposable income, Chinese state-owned enterprises have started to use their own

funds to found art museums. But this blending of financial resources—which technically belong
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to the individual organization even though the organization itself is funded by the public—makes
this category of art museums neither state-owned nor private. Until April 15, 2023, when
Shanghai Art Museum Management Measures were formally implemented, such museums
gained a clear definition, category, and guidelines for operational management (Shanghai
Municipal People’s Government, 2023).

As the art market expanded, contemporary art in China came to transform the art museum
scene (Stallabrass, 2020). Although existing contemporary art museums are exerting a
considerable impact, they are still just beginning to appear in China. As contemporary art
museums have a relatively brief history in the country, they currently account for only 2% of
Chinese museums overall (Jeffrey, 2013).

Despite the understated presence indicated by these numbers, China has used
contemporary art to demonstrate the country’s soft power and construct a global identity at home
and abroad (Ho, 2019). Soft power, as the term is used here, refers to the ability to influence
culture, values, ideology, and public opinion. Thus, recognizing the potential of contemporary art
museums in their ability to exert a form of national soft power, this specific type of museum
proliferated in the 2000s.

The Ullens Center for Contemporary Art (UCCA) in Beijing was established in 2007, and
the first state-owned contemporary art museum, Museum of Contemporary Art Shanghai, was
established in 2012, a few years later. Contemporary art museums tend to concentrate in major
cities such as Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, and Chengdu (Jeffrey, 2013). The creation of
contemporary art museums reflects a growing interest in modern and contemporary art forms and
provides a platform for Chinese art production to explore new modes of artistic expression and

engage in global artistic dialogue. Many public museums, in an effort to become more
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competitive and attractive to visitors, have begun to fund and support contemporary art programs
(Ho, 2019). In short, museums play an important role in exerting a form of soft power on local
communities and have become a hallmark of public cultural life.

Second Stage of Development of Private Art Museums in China—After the Millennium

As described previously, over the past 30 years in China, the museum sector has
witnessed a major development with a pronounced proliferation of art museums, which grew
rapidly in the post-2000 era (Bai, 2021; Ge, 2013; Lin, 2021). There are 317 private
contemporary art museums founded by private collectors around the world, and more than 70%
of these were established after 2000 (AMMA, 2020; Larry’s List & AMMA, 2016). Private
collectors from China have contributed greatly to such figures, having collectively founded 26
private contemporary art museums, making China the nation with fourth-highest total number of
contemporary art museums in the world (Larry’s List & AMMA, 2016).

The progress illustrated by these numbers is especially impressive when one considers
development of Chinese private art museums started relatively late. But, according to a survey by
the Chinese State Administration of Cultural Relics, from 2008-2013, the number of private
museums grew by 154.2%, a rate that was 5 times more than the increase in the total number of
museums in the country (Kiowski, 2017). Furthermore, according to the 2017 Shanghai Art
Museum Business Development Report released by Shanghai Municipal Culture and Radio
Broadcasting, as of December 2017, there were 82 art museums in Shanghai, including 18 state-
owned art museums and 64 private ones, meaning 78% of art museums in Shanghai are under
private ownership (L. K. Zhao et al., 2020).

Wealthy collectors, real estate owners, and other commercial enterprises worked together

to drive the second wave of private art museum development in China. According to Ho (2019),
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since 2002, more than a dozen private art museums have been established in China, including
Today Art Museum in Beijing, Zhengda Museum of Modern Art in Shanghai, and Sifang Art
Museum in Nanjing. In 2007, the first foreign-owned private contemporary art museum, UCCA,
was established in Beijing. It was followed by Iberia Center for Contemporary Art in 2008 and
Rockbund Art Museum in Shanghai in 2010. In 2014, the bank-founded Minsheng Art Museum
and Yu Deyao Art Museum, and largest private art museum, Long Museum, were established in
Shanghai.

At that time, the Chinese government recognized the economy needed to develop in
tandem with culture, so local governments actively promoted urban renewal through construction
of landmark cultural buildings, driving the development of real estate and providing the
backdrop for the second wave of private art museum development (Lin, 2021). For example, the
construction of the Guangdong Times Art Museum on the city’s outskirts, funded by Times Real
Estate, was initially designed to attract people to the suburbs, enticing them through the cultural
value afforded by the museum, which served to drive real estate sale prices upwards (S. Wang,
2017). Between these museums being owned by real estate conglomerates and considering the
impact they had on the local real estate market, intermingling of both art and real estate
investment was a common occurrence and key component in the growth of private art museums
in China at the time (Lin, 2021).

This example shows the emergence and development of private art museums in China is
a matter closely related to both the economy and international relations. Contemporary art as a
discipline and industry is believed to have originated in New York around 1940 (Fineberg, 2000).
However, it was not until 1985, China would experience a new art movement of its own. This

was a time when the first recorded first contemporary art movement to originate in China was
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recorded, and following this landmark milestone, contemporary art was gradually localized in
China. Therefore, development of contemporary art museums is not only linked to globalization,
but advancement of a neoliberal economy (Stallabrass, 2020). Contemporary art has made
notable gains in countries that are deeply involved in the global economic division of labor (G. H.
Li, 2023). De Nigris (2018) added to the discussion of the interrelated nature of art museums and
economies, noting the importance of private art museums in supporting young contemporary
artists and promoting the art ecosystem.

Because of the important economic role they play, many museums have been granted the
status of nonprofits, though this status has been a somewhat recent movement in the art museum
sector. For instance, Today Art Museum was the first private contemporary art museum in China
(established in 2002), yet it was not officially registered as a private nonprofit organization until
2006 (Gao, 2020b). Prior to this time, most private art museums were registered in the Trade and
Industry Bureau as cultural limited liability companies, primarily because the Chinese
government did not have relevant policies to confirm the legal nonprofit status of art museums.

According to the Law of the People’s Republic of China on Donations for Public Welfare
(PN RILATE 2 28 FlkF8E7E) of 1999 and the Company Law of the People’s Republic of
China (48 N\ IR E A 5175) of 1993, public welfare social organizations and public welfare
nonprofit establishments can accept donations, and shareholders of such companies are permitted
to receive dividends. Although these protections for nonprofits were in place by the mid-1990s, it
was not until 2006 that the Chinese government granted legal status to private nonprofit art
museums (Gao, 2020b). This delay may stem from the fact that the definition of a private art

museum is somewhat ambiguous and may include a variety of different entities.
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That said, current definitions of private nonprofit art institutions imply a legal identity
that is generally accepted throughout China and has been since the extraordinary development of
nonprofit art museums over the past 20 years (Gao, 2020b). According to a 2000 report entitled
“Interim Measures for the Review of the Registration of Nonprofit Units of Culture,” private
nonprofit cultural institutions refer to social entities organized by enterprises, institutions, and
social groups engaged in nonprofit cultural service-related activities. To formalize their legal

status, private nonprofit art museums must furthermore register with the Civil Affairs Bureau ([
BJ5), a unit of the Chinese government in charge of social security, grassroots organizations,

and social management.

It is telling private art museums would be grouped with such organizations, as at least in
the eyes of the Ministry of Culture and Tourist of the People’s Republic of China (2023) and the
Ministry of Civil Affairs of the People’s Republic of China (2023). The purpose of these
institutions should be for art collection, exhibition, and exchange. However, Salamon (2010)
argued purpose alone should not define a nonprofit’s identity.

Rather, nonprofit identity should be based on three principles: (a) organization should not
be operated for profit, (b) organization’s income should not be used for profit distribution, and (c)
institution’s assets should not be converted into private assets. Nonprofit does not mean “no
profit-making,” but on the contrary, any profits incurred must be returned to the museum. Some
museums registered with the Bureau of Industry and Commerce, such as Shanghai’s How Art
Museum and UCCA Edge, are also included in the list of Shanghai’s art museums to be
published in 2023 by the Shanghai Municipal Bureau of Culture and Tourism. However, in a
series of documents on the selection process for projects geared toward supporting young

curators, the Ministry of Culture and Tourism of China emphasized private art museums must
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provide proof of their qualifications as private nonprofits to participate in these government
support programs.

In addition, An (2020) noted as economic contexts became more favorable, the
government developed its cultural policies to encourage growth of private art museums. For
instance, in 2010, the government implemented a highly coordinated interagency policy designed
to support private art museums by pulling resources from eight different ministries, including
those in charge of overseeing national heritage matters, marking the first time a trans-
institutional peer support program was created. This policy is truly comprehensive as it covers
the implementation and enforcement of a series of regulations in 16 distinct areas. This way, the
Chinese government has played a significant role in supporting the cultural industry and has
moreover created inroads for private capital to enter private art museums (Bai, 2021). For
example, the government has introduced a policy that offers free real estate or land as a means of
supporting private art museums. The 798 Art District in Beijing and the West Bund Cultural
Corridor in Shanghai were developed under these policies (Kiowski, 2017).

At the same time, China’s art market has continued to flourish, experiencing a nearly
1,000-fold expansion in volume in 2010 (AMMA, 2012), and in 2011, China overtook the
United States as the world’s largest art market (Art Basel & the Union Bank of Switzerland,
2018). A substantial part of this market consists of galleries. In fact, Art Basel and the Union
Bank of Switzerland (2018) stated galleries, as the primary market for art transactions, are one of
the most important links in the art industry chain, with sales exceeding $19.5 billion. Art
galleries figured heavily in China’s sustained and enduring economic growth after the
millennium, which created a boom in the cultural art market at large (AMMA, 2017). But art

galleries and private sales avenues for artwork remain just one part of a larger picture; the second
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stage of rapid growth among private art museums in China is the combined product of the
economic system, cultural policies, and interest from collectors as well (Larry’s List & AMMA,
2016).

Since 2004, China’s museums have been redesigned on a number of fronts, with special
attention being paid to their education departments and visitor experiences (Lu, 2014). Private art
museums as a branch of the museum system are developing in more varied directions as
museums diversify their offerings (Bai, 2021; Tate, 2015). Chinese private art museums have
also been trying to diversify their exhibitions. Art museums now host exhibitions branded
according to curatorial themes, adopt creative exhibition formats, and rely on new and
unexpected forms of exhibition media. Academic group exhibitions, international art solo
exhibitions, and young artists’ support exhibitions have all become popular in recent years.

Moreover, rise of social media and technology in the past 15 years has led art museums
to use digital methods in their collection and documentation, diversify the representation and
forms of museum exhibitions, and attract more audiences to visit (Tate, 2015). Outside of
exhibition content and delivery, operations also have changed. Operations now are aimed at the
art museum carrying out a variety of activities and events for targeted audiences, to increase
popularity and promote museum programs. Examples of such operations include public
education activities, art lectures, and widely disseminated publications.

These changes have been created by changing audience demographics and visitor
preferences for engagement. In recent decades, young visitors have become more involved, and
museums are now paying more attention to a broader range of audiences (Kotler & Kotler, 2004;
Lin, 2021). To attract a more diverse visitor pool, art museums are transforming into a public

space for open dialogue, promoting new art forms, embracing and rewarding creativity, and
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strategically thinking through art events and communications (Ge, 2013; Museum of Glass,
2012).

Over the past 10 years, the number of visitors to art museums has increased significantly,
and private art museums, in particular, have seen a significant uptick in attendance (Lin, 2021;
Nuo, 2013). According to AMMA (2020), the number of visitors to private contemporary art
museums in China continued to rise in 2018, with 54% of art museums seeing 20,000 or more
visitors per year. This is despite the fact empirical research and audience surveys show private
art museums presenting contemporary art have the most segmented audiences and least access to
the broader public (Sifakakis, 2007).

Shanghai Museum’s 2023 exhibition, showcasing a collection of European paintings
from the Renaissance period to the 19th century, received 27,000 visitors in the first 4 days of
the exhibition’s debut (Zhou, 2023). However, the problem with contemporary art is exhibitions
are often misunderstood and difficult for audiences to relate to. Many people lack an
understanding of the contemporary art production process and mechanisms for communicating
with creators—two obstacles that could potentially be overcome with greater public education
initiatives (Gao, 2020a).

These museums are also undergoing transformation as a result of unprecedented
technological change and cultural consumption. Now, the public identity of private art museums
is constantly in flux and ever-evolving (Nuo, 2013). Many private art museums in China, are
trying to take control of the personalized identity construction and thus attribute more value to
public perception (Nuo, 2013).

Other challenges lie in attempting to balance the quantity and quality of museums,

individual management systems, talent development efforts, and increasingly unique and diverse
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museum ecology (An, 2020; Guan, 2020). Interestingly, due to stable government financial
support, funding is not the primary challenge for state-owned museums in China, but rather the
government’s control over the cultural aspects of museums. This close government oversight
translates to fewer opportunities for museum practitioners to express their individual identities
and personal creativity (Ho, 2019). Some believe this involvement is less than benign, such as
Mintrom and O’Connor (2020), who contend the Chinese government is using the growing
cultural market and industry to prop up its own political image. However, private art museums
do not seem to be subject to as much government interference as other museums. Yet, although
government control may not be a large concern, compared to state-owned art museums, private
art museums’ special status comes with its own set of unique challenges (Ge, 2013; J. Zhang,
2017).

In sum, museums in China have gone through various stages of development and have
transformed in response to changes in China’s social and economic environment. These changes
can be divided into three distinct phases: (1) period beginning with founding of New China to
end of the Cultural Revolution, (2) economic policy reform and subsequent “opening up” until
the millennium, and (3) postmillennium period. To varying degrees, development of Chinese
museums has also aided in the social and economic development of China at these various
distinct stages.

Prior to the founding of New China, the genre of museums in China expanded to include
the arts, with private art museums, at least initially, representing a niche type of museum.
Growth of this genre expanded exponentially as it experienced two construction booms in the
country in the 1990s and post-2000s. The first was related to urban renewal and private capital,

and second was related to the globalization of China and development of contemporary art. From
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the development of Chinese museums, we can understand how these cultural institutions have
evolved and adapted to the changing sociopolitical environment, and also locate the historical
trajectory and position of private art museums in China.
Disciplinary Context of Museum Sustainable Development

In China, new museology in Western and New Museum Studies has spurred different
lines of inquiry with respect to museums in both the West and China. Museology has examined
new directions for integrating theory with practice for sustainable development of museums and
art museums in particular. The following is a broad introduction to these two different types of
research, which will provide greater context for the subsequent literature review on sustainable
development.
New Museology in the West

New museology is a school of thought and movement in museology in the West. New
museology evolved from perceived failings of traditional museology and refers to the innovative
approach to museum practice that emerged in the late 1980s (Vergo, 1989). According to
Vollgraaff (2018), new museology reflects a greater awareness of the social and political role of
museums and is the product of a series of discussions that took place in the 1970s and 1980s,
dominating contemporary museum discourse in the West. The commonly accepted and
propagated notion of new museology in China is it is centered on focusing on community
education and needs of different groups of human beings, rather than collection-centeredness of
the past history of museums (Zheng, 2020).

Around this time, practitioners and scholars alike found themselves defending claims
museums were elitist and obsolete (Hudson, 1977) as collections-centered museum models

(Mairesse & Desvallées, 2010) and curatorial authority began to be challenged (McCall & Gray,
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2013). Therefore, new museology focuses on the academic and practical activities that led to
such criticism of the classic model and elite characteristics of the old museum paradigm, and
instead, shifts the focus from collections to an emphasis on ideas, language, and education
(Mairesse & Desvallées, 2010). The fundamental premise of this revolution of thought in
museum studies is the role of museums in society needs to be changed. The goal of the
movement is to change the way people think about museums, alter the social role that museums
fulfill, and take humanistic care as the starting point to integrate museums into the public (Vergo,
1997).

New museology reconsidered the purpose of the museum, a change in the understanding
of the function of the museum and activities carried out by the museum. As Weil (1999) noted,
under this new conceptual framework, museums were understood not as a storage facility for
knowledge, but as a site for communal exchange. As the title of his article suggested, “From
Being About Something to Being for Somebody,” museums that adhered to tenets of new
museology became expressly community oriented. In this way, new museology revolves around
the social role of museums, which encourages new ways of communication and new forms of
expression, thus contributing to the democratization of society, which is in stark contrast to the
traditional museum model that sees itself as a repository of knowledge (Mairesse & Desvallées,
2010).

In this shift away from knowledge collection toward knowledge construction, visitors
assume a more active role as participants rather than viewers (Kreps, 2009). New museology
redefines the relationship of museums to people and their communities, thereby promoting
museum access for a wider variety of groups (Stam, 1993) and demonstrating an inclusivity that

works to address social discrimination and inequality (Sandell, 2007). Amid this emphasis on
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social responsibility and awareness (Heijnen, 2010), common new museum-related topics
included cultural empowerment, social redefinition, and dialogue (Harrison, 2004).

However, philosophies of new museology were not confined to academic circles and
eventually infiltrated sector bodies, such as American Alliance of Museums, Museums
Association, and International Council of Museums. For example, the latter of these
organizations adopts a mission statement that highlights conservation of knowledge and artifacts,
but also emphasizes research, communication of world heritages, and an eye to the future via
sustainability efforts. Philosophies of governing bodies such as these inevitably trickle down to
affect individual museums’ operation and management, which has shifted from an identity
rooted in a controlling and legislating role to a facilitator of interpretation characterized by a
more visitor-oriented ethos (Ross, 2004). Stam (1993) asserted against the backdrop of new
museology, a series of changes related to organizational structure, staffing, management,
business practices, and institutional operations have been ushered in.

In short, new museology set the proverbial stage for the development of Western
museums as we know it today. New Art Museum Studies, which will be introduced next, is also
based on theories of Western museums that have been slowly formed and developed.

New Art Museum Studies in China

In the past, new art museum studies in China were strictly regarded as a topic housed in
the larger discipline of museum studies (i.e., borrowing its research, approaches to management,
and overarching theories). However, more recently, art museums and museums more broadly
conceived are treated as conceptually close in nature but belong to two separate areas of study
and practice. Wang first proposed treating new art museum studies as distinct from museum

studies in general in 2018.
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H. S. Wang and Shen (2018) pointed out new art museum studies may be distinguished
from museum studies according to three defining features: (1) in new art museum studies, it is
human beings who are the subject under observation; (2) the museum itself is considered a
multidirectional public space; and (3) artwork is not just for aesthetic appreciation, but for
institutional critique and reflections on prevailing power structures. As these qualities suggest,
what sets new art museum studies apart is a desire to move beyond traditional museum studies to
garner a more interdisciplinary perspective. Doing so requires a degree of reflexivity in that
proponents of new art museum studies must examine not only the changes that have taken place
in traditional art museums, but also the series of problems that have occurred during the
development of contemporary art museums.

Studies pursuing these lines of inquiry are already underway, with several institutions and
scholars in China having carried out work under the heading of new art museum studies. For
example, Guangzhou Academy of Fine Arts established the New Art Museum Studies Research
Center in 2019. China Art Palace (formerly Shanghai Art Museum) and Shanghai Academy of
Fine Arts were cofounded by the Shanghai Art Museum Studies Research Center. While new art
museum studies have attracted the interests of practitioners, it has also become a topic of
scholarly discussion, with an entire book being written on the subject (H. S. Wang & Shen, 2021)
and forum dedicated to new art museum studies, held in August 2023 at A4 Art Museum in
Chengdu.

These examples point to new art museums studies as a budding area of interest in China.
The traction it has gained so far may be explained by the fact that even though new art museum
studies remain a relatively young topic of analysis, it is nonetheless in tune with the problems

arising from development of art museums in the current Chinese cultural context. The
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contemporary sociopolitical and economic milieu in the country stipulates higher requirements
for today’s art museums rather than a space just to display exhibits. Given this is a young field,
the full impact new art museum studies will exert on the development of Chinese art museums
may not be ascertainable for some time, but there are a few key areas where its influences can be
seen, foremost with respect to the theoretical framework adopted in studies of private museums,
because it determines the perspective and lens of this study.

Sustainable Development

Sustainable development is a term with multiple meanings (Dugarova & Lavers, 2014;
Sakarya et al., 2012). Reviewing the literature, this very broad concept can be refined along two
lines. The first way sustainability is employed in the literature is from a more macro perspective,
where sustainable development is perceived in a global context and closely related to the idea
cultural organizations can and must contribute to sustainable development.

A prime example of sustainability being interpreted is in the United Nations’ (UN)
Sustainable Development Goals. Of the 17 goals listed, Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions is
introduced, which presents institutions like museums as central to achieving global sustainability.
The second, and much less represented, interpretation of sustainable development is applied to
museums explicitly. However, focusing on the micro context of museums does not neglect more
macro concepts relating to different aspects of culture, economy, and society. In referring to
Curating Tomorrow’s sustainable development goals—an application of the UN’s goals
specifically to museum contexts—one can see how the goals of museums are intended to align
with larger globally oriented ones. For instance, top three goals listed by this organization, are to
protect world heritages, provide learning opportunities on sustainability, and encourage inclusive

cultural participation (McGhie, 2019).
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Sustainable Development in a Global Context

The University of California Los Angeles (UCLA, 2023) defined sustainability as the
integration of environmental health, social equity, and economic vitality to create thriving,
healthy, diverse, and resilient communities. In this definition, the environment is foregrounded;
however, the concept has evolved beyond environmental studies to become a multidisciplinary
one (Shao et al., 2011). For advocates of a more inclusive definition, sustainability means
planning for the future and rejecting practices that threaten the lives and well-being of future
generations (Jabareen, 2008). Many environmentalists, academics, and governments agree
sustainable development can be achieved through a balance between social, environmental, and
economic objectives (Berke & Kartez, 1995; Healey & Shaw, 1993; Meadows et al., 1992;
Robinson & Tinker, 1998).

Sustainable development first emerged as an explicitly environmental ideal in the late
1970s and 1980s (Kidd, 1992). After 1980, there was an explosion of books and literature on
sustainability, and not long after, a quick Google search for sustainability would yield
approximately 150 million results (Caradonna, 2014). In 1987, Gro Harlem Brundtland,
Chairman of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED, 1987), issued a
report entitled “Our Common Future,” which provided a definition of sustainable development
that has since become widely recognized and cited: "Development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”
(Caradonna, 2014, p. 148).

By the 1990s, it became a familiar term among policymakers across social sectors
(Dhanani, 2022). When the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development was held in

1993, and World Summit on Sustainable Development almost 10 years later, held in
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Johannesburg in 2002, these two important meetings have led to a certain consensus on exactly
what the concept means. In both instances, individuals from around the world gathered to discuss
a number of global initiatives on sustainable development and thus contributed to the
globalization of the concept of sustainable development.

In many of its current definitions, sustainable development has an undertone of
presenting a vision of a new society (Caradonna, 2014; Jabareen, 2008). De Geus (1999) noted
sustainable development is a call to draw upon the inspirational and creative power of utopian
ecological imagination. But for others, like Dryzek (1998), sustainable development is more of a
debate than a specific model, system or idea. Today, the concept of sustainable development has
gone from a relatively obscure concept to a top priority for governments, businesses, and
nonprofit organizations alike (Caradonna, 2014).

Even though sustainability has come to be seen as a multidisciplinary concept traversing
several different sectors of society, its component parts may be grouped into three pillars: society,
environment, and economy. If any one of these pillars is weak, sustainability it upholds would
crumble (Dugarova & Lavers, 2014; Loach et al., 2017; Sakarya et al., 2012). Culture was first
introduced as a possible fourth pillar at the Mauritius International Meeting for Small Island
Developing States in 2005 (Nurse, 2006). Culture is now often seen as a fourth pillar, on a par
with social, economic, and environmental issues for sustainable development (Hawkes, 2001).

Furthermore, one of the more significant frameworks of cultural sustainability comes
from the UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural
Expressions (2005). This convention emphasized the importance of cultural diversity, creativity,
and free flow of cultural goods and services in achieving cultural sustainability. Scholars agree

museums, as cultural institutions in the cultural pillar, not only contribute to cultural
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sustainability, but also to the economic, social, and environmental goals of sustainable
development (Ernst et al., 2016; Gustafsson & Ijla, 2017; Pop & Borza, 2015).

However, in China, sustainable development is clearly linked to the sociopolitical
landscape of the country and museum’s individual genes—that is, their institutional origins and
legacy. The few references to genes in a museum context that are present in the literature
describe the “genealogy” of museums in very abstract terms. For instance, Lord (2006) adopted a
Foucauldian standpoint to argue “The role of the ‘genealogical’ museum would be to record the
history of the emergence of different interpretations” (p. 11). Similarly, Meringolo (2012)
adopted an equally macro perspective in his book, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks:
Toward a New Genealogy of Public History. In Western literature, literature often accounts for
the institutional history of certain museums (see Coman & Casey, 2020). Through the literature
review, I found such examinations of the genes of private art museums in China remain
underrepresented.

Sustainable Development in Museum Contexts According to Three Dimensions

Although sustainable development has become a globally accepted concept, it is rarely
clearly defined in the museum field (Brown, 2019). After conducting a thorough literature
review, sustainable development in the museum field can be summarized according to three main
perspectives: cultural, economic, and social (Pop & Borza, 2016a). To present the sustainable
development of museums as the complex and multifaceted concept it is, in this section, cultural,
economic, and social dimensions of sustainable development in museums will be illustrated via

the relevant literature.
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Cultural Dimension

Culture has been described as “a set of learned ideas, plans, rules, and behaviors by
members of society” (Geertz, 1973, p. 44). In the context of museums specifically, culture has
become embedded in a larger discourse on sustainability. Soini and Birkeland (2014) argued
cultural sustainability is an interdisciplinary and evolving concept that organizes itself through
seven dimensions: heritage, cultural vitality, economic vitality, diversity, locality, ecocultural
resilience, and ecocultural civilization. Scholars have pointed out sustainable development of
museums is designed to protect museum collections, cultural artifacts, and global heritages
(Ernst et al., 2016; Logan & Sutter, 2012; Pop & Borza, 2016a). Culture in museum studies and
practices thus refers to knowledge and skills necessary to maintain tangible and intangible
aspects of a community or people’s heritage, which can occur at the citizen, community, or
national level (Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014).

According to Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014), sustainable development necessarily
involves not only the preservation of heritage and collective memory or identity, but artistic
vitality and desire for attracting new audiences and fostering greater inclusion (Misiura, 20006).
Others expand upon the definition of cultural sustainability, asserting cultural diversity (Bennett,
2005), intercultural dialogue (Bennett, 2005), creativity and innovation (Rentschler, 2001), and
knowledge autonomy (Pop & Borza, 2016b) are all integral elements in cultural sustainable
development. For museums to achieve true sustainability, all—or at least most of—these
elements must be present. That is why Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014) advise cultural policies of
different governments and museums should also be organized around these elements to fulfill

their sustainable development initiatives.
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Heritage preservation, in particular, is seen as a valuable tool for cultural sustainability
of museums. By collecting, preserving, and presenting tangible and intangible aspects of a
community’s heritage, museums pass on knowledge and skills to future generations while
simultaneously constructing and advocating personal, local, and national identities (Stylianou-
Lambert et al., 2014). These efforts also work in the interest of creating and maintaining the
collective memory (Ernst et al., 2016). However, the collection, care, and management of
heritage-related artifacts has become both a challenge for museums globally and point of
contention in discussions of sustainable development (Brown, 2019). Some, like Merriman
(2008), have even suggested managing expansive heritage collections increases the burden
placed on future generations entrusted with overseeing such matters, and can be a hindrance to
cultural sustainability in the long-term.

Even if this is the case, museum exhibitions and other artistic content are still seen as
tools for achieving sustainable innovation by stimulating different ideas (Ernst et al., 2016),
encouraging awareness that can lead to sustainable development (Sutter, 2008), and
systematically allowing the entire field of museum studies to rethink and rebuild the cultural
foundations of our society (Worts, 2016). Put simply, as Pop and Borza (2014b) argued,
increasing the quality of cultural content, services, and experiences in museums is critical to
sustainability.

However, museums’ cultural sustainability efforts face several challenges, in addition to
the notion of creating a stewardship burden for future generations previously mentioned. Some
of these challenges include ensuring public comprehension of cultural content and seeking to
increase cultural capital (Pencarelli et al., 2016). Corporate and government sponsorship of

popular exhibitions can lead to a conflict of interest (Alexander, 1996). Administrative personnel
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of nonprofit organizations deviate from nonprofit standards, resulting in a shift away from the
organization’s mission (Toepler, 2006).

Furthermore, cultural offerings of privately founded museums are considered to be more
market-oriented (Frey & Meier, 2002) or even largely dominated by collectors’ tastes in art
(Kolbe et al., 2022). Some studies underscored private art museums are more concerned with
spectacular buildings of star architects (Frey & Meier, 2002; Zennaro, 2017), and ignore equally
worthy content as a result. Therefore, this has led to a trend where private art museums are
associated with superficial spectacles, fast-paced entertainment, and pop-up exhibitions, rather
than their curatorial or conservation functions (McPherson, 2006; Quemin, 2020). Other scholars
have argued differently, suggesting private museums, because of their independence from public
policy and funding agencies, are able to engage in a broader discussion of art and can be more
experimental than public institutions (Kolbe et al., 2022).

International museum associations, such as the International Council of Museums
(ICOM), continue to present sustainability as grounded in the mission, tradition, and role of
museums in society. [COM encouraged the development of museum projects oriented toward
sustainable development at its conference in Paris in June 2011 (International Council of
Museums, 2011). Adding to their interpretations of what sustainability is and what its purpose
should be, ICOM (2011) expressed the view sustainability is dynamic and to achieve it,
museums should be placing more value on preserving cultural heritages and collective memory.

In this way, sustainability has become a prominent theme for ICOM, which detailed the
value of sustainability and established a sustainability working group in 2018 (ICOM, 2018). In
2022, ICOM revised the definition of museums for the ninth time to advise museums, among

other things, to promote diversity and sustainability (ICOM, 2022). The theme for International
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Museum Day 2023 was "Museums, Sustainability and Well-being" (ICOM, 2023). As recently
as November 2023, ICOM created a new international committee called SUSTAIN, dedicated to
fostering sustainable development.

Economic Dimension

The second perspective of sustainability seen as complimentary, is an issue of economics
and primarily concerned with sustainable maintenance of the museum’s financial assets (Brown,
2019). Sustainability is the ability of a museum to continue to thrive, even with limited resources
or amid economic downturns, by using its resources in the most efficient and rational way
possible (Pop & Borza, 2014a; Pop & Sabou, 2013). It is important to note most museums
receive some sort of government subsidy; however, it is up to the individual institution to
manage those funds wisely.

According to Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014), financial sustainability of museums is of
paramount importance,. Fundraising, cultural employment, and economic revitalization of the
local community are all elements that are regarded as essential to museums’ financial
sustainability goals. The trouble with realizing these goals is that museums’ interests often
compete.

For instance, a large part of museums’ financial campaigns and budgets are determined
by revenues generated by local cultural tourism (Gustafsson & Ijla, 2017; Stylianou-Lambert et
al., 2014). However, at the same time, museums desire financial autonomy and do not want to be
beholden to demands of tourists (Pop & Borza, 2016a). In the end, though, there must be a
rational allocation of the budget (Ptacek et al., 2021) based on empirical data, such as evidence of
financial need is necessary to apply and compete for limited public funds and coveted private

donations (Gustafsson & Ijla, 2017; P. Johnson & Thomas, 1998). Historically, superstar
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museums and special exhibitions (Frey, 1998; Frey & Meier, 2006) have received a great
proportion of these funds, leaving little opportunity for exploratory exhibitions and exerting a
significant economic impact on smaller or niche museums.

Structure and results of financial management can have a significant impact on museum
activities also (Lindqvist, 2012; Pacek et al., 2021; Skinner et al., 2009). In the United States,
most museums have a variety of sources of financial income, which includes earned income (e.g.,
ticket sales, retail and catering, and sponsorship), grants from private foundations and individual
donations, and government subsidies (ARTDBL, 2023b; Skinner et al., 2009; Yang, 2020). In
the United States, private donations remain the primary source of funding for most museums
(Pucek et al., 2021), although this is admittedly not the case in Europe. Despite diversity of
Western museums’ revenue streams, these sources of funding are still considered unstable
(Lindqvist, 2012; Skinner et al., 2009). According to Lindqvist (2012), to achieve financial
stability, museums must manage long-term financial stakeholder relationships, with stakeholders
referring to anything from corporations to community members, to government agencies.

Despite such robust discussions about museums’ sustainable cultural initiatives and
community engagement, the international cultural sector still faces significant challenges
(Silberman, 2020). As financial health of museums is both directly and indirectly affected by
economic recessions and crises (Lindqvist, 2012; Pop & Borza, 2016a; Silberman, 2020),
insufficient financial support from the government is a perennial concern (Gustafsson & Ijla,
2017). In times of economic growth, the museum’s financial revenue grows with such prosperity,
as more and more nonprofit activities will take place in the museum or elsewhere (P. Johnson &

Thomas, 1998).
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But, in instances where the economic climate has led to a reduction in funding for
museum operations, it is just as common for museums to close in many countries (Pop & Sabou,
2013; Skinner et al., 2009). In this context, sustainable development is increasingly becoming a
necessity for museums (Genoways & Ireland, 2003). Given the influences of the external
environment, it is necessary for museums to adopt new means of adapting, by drawing upon their
global impact and developing a sense of entrepreneurship by using innovative management and
marketing strategies (Pop & Sabou, 2013).

According to Pop and Borza (2014b) the strategy of international expansion can help
museums to increase revenue and thereby make them more sustainable in the long run. Also
aiding in the museums’ long-term sustainability are their relationships with the private art market.
Pop and Borza’s (2014b) study found managing interactions with the market, galleries, collectors,
and other art institutions can play a role in the survival of the museum by increasing their overall
visibility (see also Kolbe et al., 2022).

China’s art museums are in a unique financial situation as they have a single source of
funding; most of the private art museums in China receive their initial start-up funds and annual
running costs from their founders (De Nigris, 2018; Hi Art, 2023; Larry’s List & AMMA., 2016;
L. K. Zhao et al., 2020). As outlined in Chapter 1, private art museums in China have close ties
to private enterprises and real estate. Many of these industries were dramatically impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic, which affected survival of private art museums.

For Chinese private art museums, survival is the most pressing issue, as lack of funding
would be fatal to them (Ge, 2013). As Figure 1 shows, 75% of Chinese private art museums
believe funding is an important factor restricting the development of art museums as a whole

(AMMA, 2020). Compared with state-run art museums, private art museums are smaller in scale
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and have fewer sources of funding, so they are more vulnerable to financial and economic
influences (F. Zhang & Courty, 2021). C. Y. Yan and Gao (2015) pointed out, even some private
art museums in China host galleries in more of a private art market fashion, but under the name
of an art museum, to ensure their operations. Such activities not only lead to confusion about the
purpose of the institution, but seriously undermine the quality and academic status of art

museums in general.

Figure 1
Factors Restricting the Development of Private Art Museums in China, from January 1, 2018

to December 31, 2018
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Note. This figure has been translated from Chinese and was adapted from a chapter in AMMA

(2020). Specific number of participants was not disclosed in the report.
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Some studies show private art museums lack stability (S. Zhao, 2013), with several
private museums in China closing after just a few years (Kiowski, 2017; J. Zhang, 2017). One of
China’s oldest and most revered private art museums, the Guangdong Times Museum, is no
exception. In 2022, it announced an indefinite closure due to China’s economic downturn caused
by the country’s strict COVID-19-related regulations (Lisa, 2022). Similarly, Overseas Chinese
Town Contemporary Art Terminal, a cluster of private museums with venues in Shanghai, Xi’an,
Beijing, and Shenzhen, announced closure of the Shanghai venue in 2023. Now, only the
Shenzhen venue is in operation, with just half of its original staff (Xie, 2023). Silberman (2020)
pointed out the implications of these museum closures, noting these events not only mark the end
of their existence as independent cultural institutions, but disappearance of their unique identity
and cultural mission.

Museums all over the world are facing financial difficulties and are forced to generate
various types of revenue (including admission fees) to fund museum activities (Frey & Meier,
2006; Luksetich & Partridge, 1997; Pusa & Uusitalo, 2014). Because of their precarious financial
state, private art museums have become more involved in commercial services, beyond just
exhibitions, and frequently participate in commercial project investment to obtain more sources
of income (Kolbe et al., 2022). Of these, tourism is an important source of funding (P. Johnson &
Thomas, 1998).

According to P. Johnson and Thomas (1998), controversy exists regarding the
relationship between museum admission fees and visitation, as concerns for admission revenue
may work against equitable access. For instance, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York
City charges $30 per adult for admission (The Met, 2024) and the Louvre in Paris charges 22

euros per adult ticket (Louvre, 2024). Such entrance fees may be inaccessible for those without
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sufficient disposable income, leading many to question if museums are equitable institutions (see
Bevan & Ramos, 2021). Incorporating more volunteer staff may help to reduce these costs, but
doing so raises questions about the integrity or quality of the experience offered. Continuing the
discussion of profitability and social equity, in the case of private art museums, there is an
enduring controversy centered around whether individually founded museums are focused more
on the rights and interests of the elite class at the expense of the public and minority groups
(Kolbe et al., 2022; Zennaro, 2017).

Furthermore, to achieve their economic goals, museums are adopting a clear market
orientation and undergoing commercialization (Ekstrom, 2019; Pop & Borza, 2016a; Toepler &
Dewees, 2005). According to Ekstrom (2019), marketization refers to museums’ exposure to the
marketplace and their adoption of marketing tools. With Ekstrém’s (2019) point in mind, one can
see how marketization is occurring, with museums now selling an aura of fashion to a wider
audience through retail outlets, temporary exhibitions, and exhibitions of private collections.

Museums may find appeal in marketization, as it invites corporatization of museums,
which can help reduce financial pressures (DesRoches, 2015; Pop & Borza, 2016a). Amid this
culture of marketization, China’s private art museums may have a lot of room to grow because
they are constrained by government policies, but capital funds and are rarely independent in a
true sense of the word. Other concerns lie with difficulty in continuing to adhere to international
art museum standards, first and foremost, emphasize academic research (S. Zhao, 2013).

Social Dimension

The third perspective addresses the concept of sustainability in museums through a social

lens. Museum sustainability means responding to actual needs of society and the real world (De

Nigris, 2018). A museum is sustainable if it continues to serve its audience and community,
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creating long-term value for stakeholders and generations to come (Brown, 2019; Hudson, 1998;
Lord et al., 2012; Pencarelli et al., 2016). Museums can be agents and catalysts for community
aspirations and social change (Brown, 2019; Logan & Sutter, 2012). Sustainable development
moreover entails aiming to serve all; therefore, a greater focus on inclusivity in museums is
consistent with the principles and practices of sustainable development (Logan & Sutter, 2012).

Museums hold a unique position in the public’s mind, and their value to society increases
as museums take on a mission more geared toward civic engagement (Gustafsson & Ijla, 2017).
The extant literature on the topic of sustainability reveals there are several elements that have a
positive impact on the sustainability of museums at a societal level (Pencarelli et al., 2016). The
first is wellbeing, which relates to citizens’ physical and mental health (Falk, 2021; Lawler &
Tissot, 2021); the second is educational well-being (Fenton, 2013), which refers to knowledge
production; the final element relates to citizens’ cultural identity, sense of belonging, and
emotional and spiritual well-being (Lawler & Tissot, 2021).

When discussing sustainability and museums, research has found museums should be
answerable to society (Brown, 2019; Pencarelli et al., 2016; Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014).
Museums have a moral obligation to be agents of social cohesion and supporters of social
development (Brown, 2019; Gustafsson & Ijla, 2017), and to promote social change (Pencarelli
et al., 2016). Though there are some who question the scope of a museum’s obligations and
duties, proponents of museums as a force for social good also point out sustainability of a region
and sustainability of a museum are closely related (Zennaro, 2017). Therefore, the local
community and the museum itself may be seen as mutually dependent. However, with multiple
museums in nearby proximity to one another, competition between museums can negatively

affect sustainability, so this mutual dependency is not exclusively positive (Swarbrooke, 2015).
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In addition, promoting active citizenship, fostering participant engagement, creating a
sense of belonging (Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014), and granting attention to marginalized
issues and populations (Logan & Sutter, 2012; Pencarelli et al., 2016) all have a positive impact
on the museum. As Misiura (2006) reminded, museums are public spaces that belong to citizens;
therefore, it is important to remain cognizant of their availability and accessibility to the
community. The social side of sustainability also underscores the importance of attracting a
broader and more diverse audience (Pencarelli et al., 2016). Museums must seek to achieve
social sustainability by grappling with questions of public access, but also by keeping up with
public expectations, which in recent years, has meant using technology to augment the visitor
experience (Camarero et al., 2011; Walker, 2019).

Existing government and museum-related legislation and policies may limit the extent
museums can fulfill these obligations (Kolbe et al., 2022; Pop & Borza, 2015). Various forms of
indirect assistance provided by local and federal governments to private museums have
contributed greatly to their sustainable development. Common forms of assistance include tax
exemptions and provision of real estate or land free of charge to museums (Frey & Meier, 2002;
Kiowski, 2017; Kolbe et al., 2022). For example, private art museums in the West have relatively
sound donation policies, and donors can get national tax-free benefits through donations to art
museums (Gao, 2020b). However, according to ARTDBL (2023b), different social contexts in
China and the West have resulted in a different model of development for China’s private art
museums. Because China does not have the same social power, government support, and market-
oriented revenue balance as the West, measures that could aid sustainability in the West may not

be applicable to an Eastern context.
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Additionally, a lack of comprehensive legislation and policies, imperfect domestic art
museum foundations, absent or insufficient patrons, and donation systems have likewise
hindered development of private art museums in a more professional and sustainable direction
(Gao, 2020b; Ge, 2013). China’s donation and tax exemption system in particular is quite
complex and difficult to operate (ARTDBL, 2023a; De Nigris, 2018; Hi Art, 2023; L. K. Zhao et
al., 2020). Lack of a reliable legal framework and clear tax incentives has led many private
museums in China to close after a few years of operation (Hi Art, 2023; Kolbe et al., 2022;
Zennaro, 2017).

According to a survey conducted by Larry’s List and AMMA (2016) of museums
founded by private individuals in China, 85% of the museums surveyed believed primary
obstacles to museum development are a lack of relevant support policies; 70% believed the
trouble lies with problematic tax policies; and 15% attribute barriers to unreasonable legal status.
Therefore, improvement of policies and systems is necessary to guarantee healthy and
sustainable development of private art museums (J. Zhang, 2020). In addition, the funding
system and legal structure adopted by the museum and legal structure of the funding (e.g.,
foundation, charitable trust, association, or nonprofit private corporation) will determine
financial and nonfinancial benefits incurred by the museum (ARTDBL, 2023a; Frey & Meier,
2002; Kolbe et al., 2022). In the West, absence of such a legal structure means museums are only
privately owned, which in many countries, means giving up tax benefits, thus posing a risk to the
sustainability of the museum when the founder dies (Kolbe et al., 2022).

Outside of policy, scholars and museum directors alike have pointed out development of
private art museums in China tends to be short-lived and lacks systematic theories and mature

experiences to learn from (ARTDBL, 2023b; J. Zhang, 2020). It becomes imperative for art
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museums to develop their own mature and sustainable models—something this study aimed to
do (J. Zhang, 2017; S. Zhao, 2013). In addition to factors related to government oversight,
sustainable development of museums is also dependent on effective museum management and
adept use of marketing strategies (Alcaraz et al., 2009; Pop & Borza, 2014a, 2016a).

According to Pop and Borza (2016a), all across the world, an increasing number of
museums are using source corporatization management and marketing strategies to better
achieve their development goals, through specific avenues like product and service
diversification, partnership and strategic alliance building, and expansion and
internationalization. Museum staff have sought to capitalize on the longstanding four-pronged
marketing strategy of product, price, place, and promotion. There has been evidence this
corporatization of museums helps to increase the efficiency and self-sustainability of nonprofit
organization operations (Toepler & Dewees, 2005).

However, Sheppard (2010) argued top-down hierarchies, mass production, and mass
marketing, are not appropriate for today’s complex social milieu, and museums need more open,
individual-centered, and collaboratively operated structures. Some claim corporatization of
museums is at odds with museums’ mission to encourage social equity, inclusiveness, and
community engagement (DesRoches, 2015; Palumbo et al., 2022). Meanwhile, corporatization of
museums may have unintended negative consequences (Pop & Borza, 2016b; Toepler & Dewees,
2005). Additional hindrances to professional and sustainable development include a lack of
specialized human resources (Pop & Borza, 2015), and professional management experience

among those overseeing the operations of Chinese private art museums (Gao, 2020b; Ge, 2013).
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Theoretical Framework

In the past, research on private museums centered around the theoretical frameworks of
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (see Prior, 2003; Zolberg, 2004), art historian Claire Bishop
(Performance: Conservation, Materiality, Knowledge, 2023) or neo-institutional concepts like
isomorphism, where the existing structures, of museums, in this case, are simply carried over
during the construction of new institutions (Zennaro, 2017). Many of these scholars and concepts
have encouraged use of interdisciplinary approaches to understand private art museums as a
global phenomenon. They have also been used to argue the utility of theory-driven empirical
research to uncover how perspectives on private art museums diverge according to discipline and
examine their roles in broader social, economic, and spatial relations (Kolbe et al., 2022).

I examined new museums in China according to three dimensions: cultural impact,
economic considerations, and social sustainability initiatives—all key concepts that have
received international attention in the museum field, and Chinese art community, specifically (L.
Yin, 2020). Emphasis on sustainability has become of international concern, with the
International Council of Museums (ICOM) announcing the name of Museum Day in 2015 as
“Museums for a sustainable society” on International Museum Day. Acknowledging the
widespread focus on sustainability, I decided to examine the topic of this research through the
distinct lens of sustainable development of museums, using Stylianou-Lambert et al.’s (2014)
framework as a guide. This model was informed by several different scholars working with new
art museum studies and sought to offer a Western museum sustainability perspective to assess
the combined impact of social, cultural and economic factors on China’s private contemporary

art museum sustainability. Admittedly, although applying a Western framework to a decidedly
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Eastern context is not without its own set of limitations, fresh intercultural insights can
nonetheless be gained.

These four areas of concern—social, environmental, cultural, and economic factors—are
illustrated in Figure 2. Each element is represented as a circle, which encompasses other
subtopics or related concepts. Circles intentionally intersect, indicating overlapping parameters
that may be common to other circle’s areas of concern. The intersection of the four circles
suggests that sustainable development is achieved when there is a balance among them. In
essence, these circles are mutually dependent; but often, an increase in performance in one circle
has a direct impact on another circle.

Admittedly, analyzing all four categories of factors influencing new art museums studies
and practices would be an ambitious undertaking. To provide a comprehensive analysis, I limited
the scope of my investigations to three factors I considered most germane to museum studies—
the circles of culture, economy, and society. Although the remaining environmental circle was
undoubtedly important to the field of art museum studies, I made this strategic choice in response
to studies like those by Pop et al. (2019) and Orea-Giner et al. (2021), which have presented
sustainability as more greatly influenced by social and economic forces.

In the case of Pop et al.’s (2019) study of 86 Romanian museums, the authors reasoned
individuals surveyed did not rank environmental issues as a primary concern for museum
development because natural hazards do not affect this country as much as others. Moreover,
China’s history is characterized by economic growth at the expense of environmental protection
(Economy, 2007), so China does not have a solid foundation in environmental dimensions.
Furthermore, private art museums have a very short history; their buildings and landscapes

plannings were built during the economic boom, and they are far from talking about
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environmental problems like energy efficient policies (Ascione et al., 2009; Madan, 2011;

Papadopoulos et al., 2003), eco-building, and energy efficient practices (Tétreault, 2011).

Figure 2

Theoretical Model for the Sustainable Development of Museums
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Note. Reprinted from “Museums and Cultural Sustainability: Stakeholders, Forces, and Cultural
Policies,” by T. Stylianou-Lambert, N. Boukas, and M. Christodoulou-Yerali, 2014,
International Journal of Cultural Policy, 20(5), p. 567.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10286632.2013.874420. Copyright 2014, Taylor & Francis. Reprinted

with permission.

Furthermore, I began this research during the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which

has weakened the economy and amplified social uncertainty and cultural fragility. This has made
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the environmental dimension, which was already undervalued in China, even more irrelevant.
Therefore, under such a national foundation and social context, I wanted to prioritize research on
the economic, social, and cultural dimensions. With the ability to explore fewer topics in greater
depth, the more targeted approach implemented here can help museums identify weaknesses or
gaps in their current practices and assist them in planning for more sustainable development in
the future (Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014).

Conclusion

Sustainable development of museums is a complex concept and a multifaceted issue. It
has been studied at the cultural, economic, and social levels, resulting in rich discussions and
reflections on the sustainability of museums and factors that influence such sustainability.
Uncertain social environments (e.g., those brought on by COVID-19) have highlighted the need
for and importance of sustainable development of museums. Although a growing body of
literature is addressing this topic, not much has been written specifically on the sustainable
development of private art museums, let alone in a Chinese context. There remains an especially
noticeable gap in terms of how social uncertainty affects sustainable development of private art
museums in China.

In addition, by conducting this literature review, I found most of the existing
methodologies for conducting empirical research on the sustainable development of museums
focused primarily on quantitative analyses or case studies. Not only were there very few
empirical studies on the sustainable development of private art museums in China, but very few
qualitative studies on this subject as well. What information does exist regarding the sustainable
development of private art museums in China was in news reports for the general public and

online media. I could not find another narrative inquiry study on the topic, despite the fact
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narrative inquiry as a methodological tool has been used in a variety of settings (e.g., schools,
corporate environments).

Therefore, drawing on these other contexts where narrative inquiry was applied, my
methodological approach used narrative inquiry to examine the sustainable development of
private art museums in China. Addressing the gap in knowledge and methodology on sustainable
development of private art museums enables me to contribute to an ever-expanding knowledge
base. Through this research study, I made a substantive contribution to the current state of the
sustainable development of private art museums in China amid an uncertain social environment.

In the next Chapter, I discuss the research methodology and methods of this study.

54



CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the research methodology for this qualitative
narrative inquiry study regarding the sustainable development of 10 private art museums in
China. The chapter begins with an introduction identifying the research questions of the study
and then is organized into the following sections: (a) methodology choice, (b) data collection
methods, (c) museum site and participants, (d) data analysis procedures, (e) creditability and
trustworthiness, (f) research ethics, and (g) summary.

Private art museums have a close relationship with China’s society, economy, and
politics (Lu, 2014). According to Hu (2020), challenges and difficulties of private art museums
are a long-standing problem. The sudden onset of the COVID-19 pandemic has increased
uncertainty throughout Chinese society—an uncertainty mirrored in private art museums. Such
unforeseen changes to the social landscape pushed private art museums to a more peripheral
space and prompted questions regarding the future of art museums in China. Research questions
guiding this study were:

1. In a complex and changing social environment, how do art museum professionals view

the sustainable development of private art museums in China?

2. What factors affect the sustainable development of China’s private art museums?

Answering these questions aimed to help understand sustainable development of
Chinese private art museums and assist private and non-state-owned cultural institutions in
coping with the complex environment experienced in the present and anticipated in the future.
This research provides guidance on how the Chinese government and social institutions might

support the sustainable development of Chinese private art museums in the future. Although
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there is much discussion about distribution of wealth, social inequality, and cultural policy in
private museums, there is little empirical research on these topics (Kolbe et al., 2022). This
study aimed to provide empirical information to (a) facilitate further development of existing
private art museums, (b) help cultural institutions both in China and abroad to increase
understanding of Chinese private art museums, and (c) encourage policies and practices that
promote sustainable development of Chinese private art museums.

Methodology Choice

Qualitative research focuses on listening to, interpreting, and retelling participants’
narration in a meaningful way, rather than gathering evidence through numbers (Crotty, 1998;
Fontana & Frey, 2008; Glesne, 2011). According to Kolbe et al. (2022), the case study approach
has been the dominant approach to studying private museums, but this approach can limit our
understanding of museums because case studies are limited in the number of cases a researcher
explores. As a result, diverse methods should be used to study private museums to gain a broader
understanding of the object of study.

To hear the voices of professionals working in private art museums, I used a qualitative
narrative inquiry research approach in this study. Narrative inquiry study is generally conducted
with close collaboration between the researcher and participants, includes the reflection of the
researcher, and often uses interviews, and a variety of other methods of data collection (Haydon
et al., 2017). Consequently, this research relied on multiple data sources, including documents
retrieved from museum websites, interviews, and researcher reflection notes.

Interviewing, listening, and interpreting meaningful experiences and perceptions allowed
the researcher to gain insight into understanding the practices of sustainability in private art

museums in China. These data sources were required to communicate perceptions and
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worldviews of the private art museum experts. Data were gathered using a systematic approach
that identified, selected, carefully examined, and synthesized the data collected, which also
allowed for these data to be triangulated.

Overview of Narrative Inquiry Methodology

Narrative inquiry methodology is a form of qualitative research, and frequently used in
social science research as it is interdisciplinary in nature (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Esin et al.,
2014). Early narrative theorists noted narrative inquiry was a way of organizing knowledge
through language and believed narrative inquiry and knowledge were related (McQuillan, 2000;
Punday, 2003). Polkinghorne (1988) argued the advantage of applying a narrative way of
thinking is it focuses on describing and interpreting experience.

Studying narratives or narratology not only focuses on the content itself, but on the
language in which the content is expressed (Clandinin, 2022). Pinnegar and Daynes (2007)
proposed four points of the narrative turn and acknowledged there are multiple ways of knowing
or viewing the world and how people interact with each other. The four points of the narrative
turn in narrative inquiry are (a) closer relationship between researcher and participant, (b) shift
from numbers to words as data, (c) shift in focus from the general to the specific, and (d)
recognition of multiple ways of knowing. In short, narrative research usually reflects these four
characteristics, and research of Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) can help strengthen the role of
narrative inquiry in qualitative research.

Furthermore, the goal of narrative inquiry study is to discover the meaning of participant
experiences and perceptions through the participant’s perspective (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). In
narrative inquiry, participants describe their experience and their role in the experience (Bruner,

1990). Narrative inquiry methodology has a degree of flexibility that allows freedom to adopt a
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variety of systematic approaches to gather evidence (Fontana & Frey, 2008). Narrative inquiry
methodology adopts a constructivist perspective, emphasizing coconstruction in historical,
discursive, institutional, and other contexts (Riessman, 2008). It also explores layers of meaning
of different narratives which allows dialogue between these narratives.

Narrative Inquiry Defined

Narrative inquiry research is defined in the Cambridge Dictionary (2021) as a particular
way of understanding events. Narrative inquiry research emphasizes a person’s emotions, values,
and experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell & Poth, 2018). Meanwhile, it is a
research approach both with individuals and organizations or a field of practice that can be
understood by others (Czarniawska, 1997b; Gergen & Gergen, 1988; Hinchman & Hinchman,
2001).

Clandinin and Huber (2010) described narrative inquiry as “a relatively new qualitative
methodology, is the study of experience understood narratively. . . and it shapes new theoretical
understandings of people’s experiences” (p. 436). It can also be viewed as “discussions on the
relationships between self, the other, community, personal identity, social, and cultural, political,
and historical dynamics” (Bryda, 2020, p. 121). Narrative inquiry research is a way to explore
personal and subjective human interpretations of the world to understand real-life experiences,
and these valuable insights and understandings may have implications beyond the level of the
self (Espedal & Synnes, 2022). Nelson (1989) argued it is not the researcher who discovers
meaning of the narration but instead participates in creating narrative inquiry. At the same time,
narrative inquiry research can be seen as a way of thinking and a structure for organizing

knowledge (Bruner, 1996).

58



Characteristics of Narrative Inquiry

Narrative inquiry methodology possesses the following three characteristics. First,
narrative inquiry methodology allows researchers to present the complexity and richness of
experience (Bell, 2002). Researchers must integrate experience into a meaningful narrative to
highlight the larger social, cultural, and political context in which they take place (Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Riessman, 2008). Second, narrative inquiry
methodology provides an opportunity for marginalized groups to have a voice, bridging the gap
where elite scholarly discourse dominates (Caine et al., 2013; Canagarajah, 1996). Third,
narrative inquiry methodology is constructed through three elements: temporality, sociality, and
spatiality, which an individual’s or organization’s narratives unfold over time, in different social
contexts and locations, and are coconstructed in relationships (Caine et al., 2013; Clandinin &
Connelly, 2000).
Limitations of Narrative Inquiry Methodology

Any research methodology has its limitations, as does narrative inquiry methodology.
First, narrative inquiry methodology includes subjectivity of the researcher (Bell, 2002; Peshkin,
1988). Both participants and researchers may bring their own biases, perspectives, and
interpretations to the data collection and analysis process, which may influence the results and
compromise objectivity (Peshkin, 1988). Second, narrative inquiry methodology has limited
generalizability because unique experiences captured in narrative inquiry research may not be
representative of the wider population or applicable to different contexts (Kim, 2015; Trahar,
2009). Furthermore, according to Bell (2002), time commitment required by narrative inquiry

methodology makes it more suitable for working with a small number rather than a large number
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of participants. Third, because narrative inquiry methodology requires close collaboration with
participants, it is particularly important to build trust with them and protect their privacy.

In conclusion, narrative inquiry methodology is an effective research methodology that
can be used to examine a variety of complex phenomena (Creswell & Poth, 2018). However,
according to limitations of narrative inquiry methodology, the researcher cannot simply stop at
the stage of subjective storytelling (Bell, 2002). Rather, potential insights articulated by the
narration should be analyzed in a more complete sense. By recalling and relearning individual
experiences and valuable insights, people create knowledge of real life and deepen the
understanding of society and the world (Bell, 1997, 2002; Conle, 1992).

Narrative Inquiry Methodology in This Study

Narrative inquiry was chosen as a research method for several reasons. Czarniawska
(1997a) pointed out narrative inquiry is often described as a way to gain insights into what
develops, changes, or sustains organizations. Narrative inquiry can provide a structure that
connects the past, present, and future and can be instrumental in helping organizations identify
the process of development or identity under temporality (Linde, 2001).

As I began to see the impact that COVID-19 was having on so many organizations and
institutions, my curiosity grew about sustainable development of China’s private art museums.
Cultural institutions in this kind of social environment can be filled with uncertainty. Therefore, I
wanted to listen to narratives of the art museum professionals first so I could better understand
the connections, if any, between organizational systems, intentions, values, and practices as
museums transitioned to a new way of being following COVID-19. Using a narrative inquiry
approach allowed me to hear stories of these museums about COVID-19 and sustainable

development.
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Moreover, according to Espedal and Synnes (2022), narrative inquiry methodology may
be a helpful way to identify knowledge and experiences that are not easily identifiable in an
organization. The organization’s story is often opposed to or aligned with the larger social and
cultural story. Understanding the meaning of larger systems through narrative inquiry
methodology is also part of this approach and can help explore the narrative truths organized
beneath the grand narrative. Therefore, narrative inquiry methodology can delve more into the
story of the organization itself and help give the organization a voice. Through semistructured
interviews, private art museum professionals had the opportunity to speak about their
understanding, practices, and challenges of sustainable development, allowing further
exploration of stories behind the content posted by private museums on their websites and via
social media. This narrative inquiry approach allowed a pathway to interpret private museums’
understanding and practice of sustainable development and how these private museums made
sense of their experiences rather than trying to draw generalized conclusions from other media
sources (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Merriam, 2009).

Statement of My Positionality

The most important reason why I am interested in this research is I feel I have grown up
with art museums. When I was a high school student, there were very few private art museums in
China. As a visitor to these museums, I was exposed to enlightenment of contemporary art in the
private art museums in Shanghai. Although I did not understand the works on display in the
museum at that time, the experience planted a seed in my mind, which led me to choose a major
direction and research interest related to contemporary art during my university years.

As an art student who likes to view exhibitions and has been following art museums for a

long time, I have witnessed the boom of private art museums that have sprung up in big cities,
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and I have also witnessed the closure of some museums I used to frequent visit in the past. As an

audience of art museums and even an old friend who has been following them for a long time, I

can feel the drastic changes of private art museums in the past decade. Such observation made

me have a more objective perspective.

In addition, I have collaborated with art museums since I started my career, and this
experience has given me a certain amount of common knowledge with the staff of art museums.
However, I have not been working in this system for a long time, and when I delved into the
topic of sustainable development, everything art museum professionals talked about was new to
me, which made me continue to maintain a certain degree of sensitivity and freshness to this
topic. In conclusion, based on my previous observation related to private art museums, education,
and work experience, it is my personal position in the study that determined my perspective and
way I collect and analyz data.

Data Collection Methods

Narrative inquiry allows for collection of data from a variety of sources, and looking at
the data as stories that are relevant to narrative inquiry (Savin-Baden & Niekerk, 2007). For
narrative inquiry methodology, various types of on-site texts can be used, such as letters,
documents, and photographs (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004). Furthermore, Creswell and Poth
(2018) regarded data collection as a series of interrelated activities to provide enough
information to answer the research question, which goes beyond simply conducting interviews.

Therefore, my narrative inquiry research was conducted by combining different
techniques, including document analysis, interviews, and reflective notes (see Table 1).
Interviews were necessary for explanation building and theme development. These data sources

worked together to develop an explanation of the understandings, practices, and challenges of
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sustainable development of private art museums in China. A brief description of the data sources
(i.e., semistructured interviews, museum document collection, and researcher reflection memos)

used in this study is provided in the following sections.

Table 1

Data Collection Methods

Method Source documents

Museums’ Museum website, news reports about the museums and museums’ director,
document deputy director, founder or chief executive’ speeches relate to the
collection research.

Semistructured Online interviews with director, deputy director, founder, chief executive, or
interviews curator of 10 private museums in China.

Reflection memos  Reflect on my thinking during the process of collecting and analyzing data.

Museum Document Collection

Collecting and reviewing publicly available documents helped me understand the public
narratives of 10 private art museums. Before the semistructured interviews, I gathered multiple
sources of evidence through a comprehensive document collection process. Museum documents
like journal articles, news reports, and museums’ director, deputy director, founder, chief
executive, or curators’ speeches related to the research were also included. First, I searched for
these documents by the name of these 10 museums through databases, museums’ websites, and
public social media accounts when this study began. Then, I used the terms mission,
development, economic, audience, and art across all 10 museums to ensure consistency in
locating relevant documents. These documents helped me to build initial impressions of art
museums, their histories, missions, and practices on a cultural, social, and economic level and

helped me to ask and listen to targeted questions from the interview guide.
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Semistructured Interviews

Interviews are a critical component of this narrative inquiry research. Interviews,
according to Fontanna and Frey (2000), are a potent tool for understanding people.
Semistructured interviews are open-ended interviews that allow the researcher to further explore
participants’ interests (Galletta, 2013). During the semistructured interviews, researchers can
adjust the way they ask different interviewees questions. Researchers may ask additional
questions to uncover more information about the responses and processes provided or to ask
interviewee to provide examples (Galletta, 2013). It is also necessary to record the interview and
take notes on interviewees’ responses which will help maintain accuracy for the analysis process.

For my study, interview questions were divided into three parts. First section focused on
understanding sustainable development of art museums and changes made during the pandemic.
Second part addressed the museum’s practice, influencing factors, and challenges. Third section
focused on museums’ future sustainable development plans.

I constructed an original interview guide that allowed for a more conversational style of
data collection, as recommended by Creswell and Poth (2018). I used these guidelines to
interview directors, deputy directors, founders, chief executives, and curators from 10 private art
museums. These interviews lasted approximately 60—90 minutes. Due to the meeting restrictions
impact of the postpandemic era, interviews were conducted remotely via Zoom.

Reflective Memos

Creswell and Poth (2018) pointed out reflective memos can be helpful during the data
analysis process. Maintaining meticulous records during research is critical as it supports the
integrity and rigor of research and discovery (R. K. Yin, 2014). Writing reflective notes allowed

me to clarify research questions and integrate responses to interview questions. I wrote reflection
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memos while collecting and analyzing data and throughout the interview process. Reflective
memos can also be used as a data collection source and were included in the analysis and coding.
A detailed description of the museum sites and sample of participants interviewed in this study is

presented in the follow section.

Museum Sites and Participants

The sample size for narrative research is consistent with qualitative research
methodology, which depends on the research purpose of the study (Butina, 2015). The sample
size can be one or more as there is no required sample size in narrative inquiry because it seeks
an in-depth understanding of the individual’s experiences (Beaudry & Miller, 2016; Lewis &
Adeney, 2014). Therefore, I chose 10 private art museums in China as samples for this study (see
Figure 3), located in large cities in China. In addition, a director, deputy director, founder, chief
executive, or curator at each museum was chosen as my interviewees. Context for identifying
museum sites for this study is described in the following sections.
Participant Context

According to Martella et al. (2013), purposeful sampling is particularly well suited to in-
depth qualitative research. The benefit of purposive sampling is information-rich cases can be
selected for study, resulting in insightful and in-depth understanding of the research questions
(Suri, 2011). Therefore, in this study, I selected 10 private art museums in China using a
purposive sampling method that met my criteria and who were willing to share and communicate
with me using the purposeful sampling method (Merriam, 2002). These ten participants provided

a diversity of narratives and allowed for a deep understanding of sustainable development.
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Figure 3
Location of 10 Private Art Museums in China
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Note. This figure links these numbers with museums of similar characteristics.

Private art museums in China are divided into distinct types, such as memorial museums,
celebrity museums, and private art museums displaying traditional art or contemporary art. In
this study, purposeful sampling allowed me to select private art museums that displayed modern
and contemporary art and are located in different major cities in China. As outlined in Chapter 1,
prior to 2010, between 2010-2020, and after 2020 represent three important stages of private art
museum development in China. The museums I chose met the three separate periods for their
establishment which helped me have a more comprehensive understanding of museums at

different stages.
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However, their size, footprint, funding source, or mission were not included in the criteria
for purposeful sampling. Figure 3 shows the location of these 10 private art museums in China,
indicated by numbers representing the names of these participants for a clearer presentation on
the map (see Table 2). However, one point worth noting is due to lack of empirical research on
private art museums in China, the data of the participants is limited, such as number of annual
visitors, fiscal revenues and expenditures, and other contextual data. Each of these 10 museums
is briefly described in the following sections.

Guangdong Times Museum

According to Guangdong Times Museum website (Guangdong Times Museum, 2022), as
Figure 4 shows, the museum is located in a residential building in the urban—rural fringe area of
Guangzhou. Regarding physical space, it has an exhibition area, museum archive storage area,
bookstore, public reading, and resting spaces. It is a private nonenterprise social organization
funded by private sectors, and the company Times China as been the core funder since
inauguration of the Museum.

The reasoning behind the Museum’s founding was the parent company felt that a
museum in their company’s residential neighborhood would be a good fit with their marketing
campaigns (Xiao, 2012). However, the parent company is primarily responsible for financial
support, and decisions regarding the planning and operation of the Museum are primarily made
by Museum staff (Xiao, 2012). Guangdong Times Museum aims to promote the local, public,
and interdisciplinary artistic practice of cultural production and provide opportunities and
dialogues for audiences to understand the current state of contemporary art and culture (Gao,

2020a).
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Table 2

Overview of Participating Art Museums

Museum name Year Main sources of funding Location Nature of registration Status
open

1. Guangdong Times Museum 2003  Single real estate company Guangzhou Private nonenterprise social Ceased operations

organizations in 2022 to
present
2. UCCA Center for 2007  Multiple investment companies  Beijing Registered as a company normal operation
Contemporary

3. A4 Art Museum 2008  Single investment companies Chengdu Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

4. Rockbund Art Museum 2010  Single investment companies Shanghai Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

5. Inside-Out Art Museum 2011  Single investment companies Beijing Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

6. How Art Museum 2013  Single investment companies Wenzhou  Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

7. Bund One Art Museum 2019  Two investment companies Shanghai Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

8. JinChen YFM Art Gallery 2021  Single investment companies Shanghai Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

9. Macalline Art Center 2022  Single investment companies Beijing Registered as a company normal operation

10. 3723 Art Museum 2023  From Council members Shanghai Private nonenterprise social normal operation
organizations

Note. Of these 10 art museums, two have branches, one is UCCA Center for Contemporary, and another is How Art Museum.
Interviewees had experience working in these different venues, were familiar with the museums as a whole, and talked about the
museums that included branches in their interviews. However, in this table, I have only listed the first established branch of these two

muscums.
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Furthermore, Guangdong Times Museum has tried mechanisms for parallel operation of
the Board of Trustees and Academic Council to explore operational and academic sustainability,
which protects independence of academic departments from financial and other decisions (Gao,
2020a). In October 2022, Guangdong Times Museum announced it would close due to the

economics of its parent company (Lisa, 2022).

Figure 4

Guangdong Times Museum in a Community
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Note. Reprinted from Guangdong Times Museum, n.d., (https://www.timesmuseum.org/en).

Copyright 2024 by Guangdong Times Museum. Reprinted with permission.

UCCA Center for Contemporary
As shown in Figure 5, Ullens Center for Contemporary Art (UCCA) was founded by
collectors Guy and Myriam Ullens and funded by the Ullens Foundation from 2007-2017 (Y.

Yan, 2020). However, in 2017, it transitioned to the stewardship of a dedicated group of new
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Chinese and international patrons and trustees. UCCA evolved from a single organization
housing a wide range of functions into the UCCA Group (Y. Yan, 2020). On its website, UCCA
described its mission as “bringing the best in art to a wider audience, drawing China into the
global cultural conversation through art” (UCCA, 2023 , front page). UCCA attracts millions of
visitors each year and upholds the idea art can reach out to life and cross boundaries (Y. Yan,
2020).

According to Y. Yan (2020), since 2017, UCCA’s biggest shift is reflected in the
transformation of its operating model and operational ideas, adopting the separation of
commercial and public welfare. Based on the more purely operational strategy, the commercial
segment of UCCA includes UCCA Store, UCCA Kids, and UCCA Lab. It is hoped positive
operational results will ultimately support the sustainable operation of the museum for a long
time. Today UCCA has developed into a private art museum with three branches in Beijing,
Beidaihe, and Shanghai.

In addition, UCCA incorporated a nonprofit arts foundation that used its name in 2018.
UCCA Foundation for Art and Education was also established to support research and outreach
initiatives and is accredited by the Beijing Bureau of Civil Affairs. UCCA has increased the
number of staff specializing in academic research and added a department in charge of marketing,

which is related to audience interaction and brand impact.
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Figure 5

UCCA in 798 Art District, Beijing

Note. Reprinted from “About” by the UCCA website (https://ucca.org.cn/en/about/). Copyright

2024 by UCCA. Reprinted with permission.

A4 Art Museum

A4 Art Museum is a private nonenterprise social organization founded by the Chengdu
Wanhua Investment Group (A4 Art Museum, 2023). The museum was created to expand the
cultural attributes of the parent company and become a highlight of the city in conjunction with
the surrounding artistic community (Chang, 2020).

A4 Art Museum describes its development philosophy on its website (A4 Art Museum,
2023,) “to connecting people with art and activating creativity” (About us section). According to
Chang (2020), between 20082020, A4 Art Museum has organized 55 exhibitions and more than
1,000 public events. The academic position of A4 Art Museum is more concerned with the
continuity and professionalism of exhibitions and emphasizes research. In addition, the iSTART
Children’s Art Festival is an important annual public program, featuring public participation in

art creation.
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According to A4 Art Museum website (A4 Art Museum, 2023), A4 Art Museum hopes to
proactively connect more families, schools, and communities, and jointly build a platform of
openness, publicity, and society. A4 Art Museum is also the first museum that has a children’s
art museum in Southwest China. In addition to the exhibition space, the museum also has a
number of ancillary spaces to connect with audiences, including a library, children’s gallery, art
store, theater, and cafe shop.

Moreover, 2023 marked an important milestone for A4 Art Museum. It become a private
art museum with two venues in Chengdu and renewed the direction of the museum, positioning
itself as a practitioner of New Art Museum Studies (A4 Art Museum, 2023). It also expanded its
museum brand into a cultural cluster about art museums, children’s art museums, art residencies,
and cross-border creativity center, named A4 Art Museum, A4 Kids, A4 Residency, and A4X
respectively (A4 Art Museum, 2023).

Rockbund Art Museum

According to the Rockbound Art Museum (RAM) website (RAM, 2023), this museum is
a private nonenterprise social organization located in the center of Shanghai and was founded in
2010 by investor Lynn and Thomas Ou. Rockbund Art Museum received its funding from two
companies, ROCKBUND and Ping An. The museum was founded as an opportunity to add
cultural leverage to the marketing of real estate (Gao, 2020c). Although the museum has access
to relatively adequate financial support from its parent company, it still seeks strategic
cooperation with high-level commercial brands. Since 2013, the museum has set up Hugo Boss
Asian Art to support emerging contemporary artists, encourage diversity of ideas and cultures in

Asian emerging art, and support artistic practice and reflection (Gao, 2020c).
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Rockbound Art Museum is a museum with an experimental and innovative spirit and
international outlook (Gao, 2020c). RAM described its aims on their website as mainly focusing

on contemporary art from Asia (RAM, 2023):

RAM aims to explore the importance of “archipelago thinking”: connecting to artistic
culture across Asia and beyond to gain richer perspectives on today’s challenges,
imaginations, practices, and networks in contemporary artistic practices. We wish to
build constructive, creative relationships between multiple localities in Asia and different
cultures globally to create a hub for working with a broad range of artists, researchers,

and scholars. (About RAM section)

Figure 6

RAM in a Heritage Building

Note. Reprinted from “Rockbund Art Museum” by e-flux, n.d., (https://www.e-
flux.com/directory/6557/rockbund-art-museum/). Copyright 2024 by e-flux. Reprinted with

permission.
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Inside-Out Art Museum

Inside-Out Art Museum is located in northwest Beijing (see Figure 7). According to its
official website (Inside-Out Art Museum, 2022), the museum was founded in 2008 and became a
private nonenterprise social organization in 2011. Inside-Out Art Museum has not only the
professional exhibition space and dedicated staff team of a professional museum, but also studios
for artist residency programs (OCULA, 2023).

Moreover, with its strong research and curatorial capabilities, Inside-Out Art Museum
has continued to explore contemporary art from both a practical and theoretical perspective in
recent years (OCULA, 2023). According to Inside-Out Art Museum’s website, the museum
focuses on supporting noncommercial art practice and thinking and emphasizes active curatorial
experiments. It introduces cutting-edge curatorial ideas and promotes the understanding and
development of curatorial work in the field of Chinese contemporary art.

With strong ability in research and curation, the museum has been carrying out
exploration of contemporary art through practice and theory in recent years. The work of Inside-
Out Art Museum is to keep returning to the scene of Chinese art and thought in the second half
of the 20th century, recognize and sort out the historical process of Chinese contemporary art,
and make sustained efforts for the construction of a discipline for the study of Chinese

contemporary art history.
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Figure 7

Inside-Out Art Museum

Note. Reprinted from “About” by the Inside-Out Art Museum, n.d.,
(https://www.i0am.org.cn/en/about/). Copyright 2024 by Inside-Out Art Museum. Reprinted

with permission.

How Art Museum

According to Gao and Xu (2020), How Art Museum was founded by a collector Zheng
Hao and is financially supported by companies associated with the founder. How Art Museum
consists of two locations in Shanghai and Wenzhou. These two branches need more than 30
million yuan a year to operate which is a lot of funding for the museum. Since the opening of
How Art Museum in Shanghai, it received nearly 400,000 visitors in that year.

How Art Museum is a private art museum with a systematic collection of contemporary
art, and since 2017-2019, it has had more than 2,000 artworks in its collection. Furthermore, its

operation model and brand features the integration of resources from art stores, museums, and
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hotels which are all belong to the parent company. However, in terms of operation, the exhibition
and commerce sector are run independently by two teams. How Art Museum aims to extend the
impact of its exhibitions beyond the physical space of the museum to reach a wider audience
(How Art Museum, 2023). From 2017-2023, the museum held more than 550 public events and
attracted more than 1,000,000 visitors(How Art Museum, 2023).
Bund One Art Museum

According to the official website of Bund One Art Museum (BOAM, 2023), itis a
private nonenterprise social organization located in the center of Shanghai, was jointly launched
in October 2019 by a cultural industry named Shanghai Xinhua Publishing Group Co. and a
company curating and organizing international art exhibitions named Shanghai Tianxie Culture
Development Co. BOAM described its position and mission as:

The museum seeks to promote cultural exchanges between Shanghai and the rest of the

world, encourage and foster public interest and appreciation for the arts, and engage in art

history education. In keeping with its mission of blending art and life and bringing art to

the public, the BOAM organizes classical art exhibitions to bridge the gap between great

traditions and modern/contemporary art at home and abroad, enriching the general

public’s cultural life. (BOAM, 2023, About BOAM section)

BOAM organizes classic exhibitions of foreign masters in Shanghai based on its position
and mission, and also brings different public education programs to the public. BOAM is a
young art museum that was only founded in 2021 and there is limited information available on

the internet.
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JinChen YFM Art Gallery

JinChen YFM Art Gallery (see Figure 8) is located in Shanghai Hongqiao International
Central Business District, and was founded and funded by the JinChen Group (JinChen YFM Art
Gallery, 2022). JinChen YFM Art Gallery became a private nonenterprise social organization in
2021 (Dynamics of Chinese Social Organizations, 2023). As a young museum, the exhibition
Young Chen Yifei - The Javelin Thrower was successfully selected in 2021 as one of the
outstanding exhibition programs in Shanghai Art Museum (JinChen YFM Art Gallery, 2022,

para. 1).

Figure 8

JinChen YFM Art Gallery

Note. Reprinted from YINJISPACE, n.d., (https://yinjispace.com/article/HWCD-Jinchen-Y fm-

Art-Gallery.html). Copyright 2024, by YINJISPACE. Reprinted with permission.
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The mission was described by JinChen YFM Art Gallery as: “It aims to explore artists
with potential, promote modern and contemporary art with pictorial nature, and create a Chinese
and foreign art exchange platform with social influence” (JinChen YFM Art Gallery, 2022,
introduction section). Therefore, most of the exhibitions of JinChen YFM Art Gallery focus on
national and international contemporary paintings and drawings. As this art museum has very
limited online documentation and no official website, I became curious about this art museum
and wanted to conduct further interviews.

Macalline Art Center

Macalline Art Center is located in Beijing’s 798 Art District, and officially opened to the
public on January 15, 2022. Although it is a private art museum owned by a private company, it
dedicated itself to become a nonprofit. Macalline Art Center is supported by the private sector
named Red Star Macalline Holding Group Co., Ltd. and was founded by art patron Che
Xuangiao. Macalline Art Center related its mission as:

Macalline Center of Art is a practice-oriented site focused on contemporary visual

inventions. The Center engages with artists and art groups by building physical and

online communities through events and research. The Center is guided by the working
processes of artists, constantly re-defining and testing itself and renewing perceptual and

cognitive systems in contemporary situations and contexts. (Macalline Art Center, 2023,

About us section)

As Macalline Art Center is a young private art museum and there is limited data and
information on the internet. But the museum still insists its avant-garde academic positioning
even under the pressure of COVID-19, which made me curious about the sustainability of this art

museum (see Figure 9).

78



Figure 9

Macalline Art Center

Note. Reprinted from e-flux, n.d., (https://www.e-flux.com/directory/504533/macalline-center-

of-art/). Copyright 2024 by e-flux. Reprinted with permission.

3723 Art Museum

3723 Art Museum is a private nonenterprise social organization that opened to the public
in 2023 (3723 Art Museum, 2023). It located in a shopping mall in Shanghai, and contains two
independent exhibition halls, creative center, art living room, art salon, art store and other
functional service spaces. 3723 Art Museum explained its position as:

We are contemporary, trendy, cross-border, youth power, multi-cultural. Starting from

the fields of aesthetic education, cultural creation and IP expansion, it is committed to

building a diversified, comprehensive and cross-border development of the art platform.
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And it aims to providing art lovers and audience of different age groups with a highly

dynamic art space with both cultural content output and talent viewing experience (3723

Art Museum, 2023, About us section).

Like several previous art museums, it was established in 2023 and does not yet have an official
website, therefore, online documentation is very limited. Because this art museum is relatively
new, I was curious about how this museum planned for sustainable development.

Interviewee Recruitment and Selection

A director, deputy director, founder, or chief executive at each museum was identified as
a potential person to interview for this study because these professionals could represent the
museum, and they were the most knowledgeable in terms of the development situation and
strategic direction of the museums. Of the 10 participants I interviewed, 70% of them had
worked in the art museum industry for over 10 years. In total, 10 people in core positions at 10
art museums were interviewed for my study.

Using the selection criteria for participants described in the previous section, I used
purposive sampling to target 28 eligible private art museums. I obtained contact information of
these professionals from 21 private museums through official emails from their websites or
through personal contacts. Once I obtained the contact information, I used phone calls, WeChat
messages, and emails to get in touch with the potential interviewees from each of these private
museums. Once initial contact was made, screening occurred via a one-to-one telephone
conversation prior to obtaining informed consent. The screening process verified the interviewee
was a formal staff member who had one of the core positions (i.e., director, founder, or chief

executive) at the museum and they would be willing to participate in a Zoom online interview for
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this study. In the end, only 10 private art museums were willing to participate and be interviewed
for this study.

For the Zoom interviews, after the recruitment and the screening, I provided potential
participants the electronic consent form and interview protocol to read and sign prior to
beginning the interview. I provided the participants the interview protocol so they would know
what [ was going to ask them. Interviewees had 3 days to decide whether they wanted to be
involved in the study and provide their consent. If the potential interviewees had questions, I
answered them prior to them signing the consent form which asked if all interviewees were
adults aged 18 years or older, and professionally trained museum staff, so it was assumed they
understood the contents of the consent form and interview protocol (see Appendices A & B). The
interview guide for this study can be found in Appendices C and D.

Data Analysis Procedures

A variety of data analysis procedures were used to interpret results of the data collected
for this study. These procedures included document analysis, translation and transcription of the
interviews, interview data coding, and interpretation of my reflective memos. Each of these
procedures are described in the following sections.

Document Analysis

Data analysis for narrative inquiry research is a critical component of qualitative data.
Analysis of qualitative data focuses primarily on understanding of the data, and data are selected
based on the research objectives and interview questions (Merriam, 2009). Moreover, document
analysis methods in qualitative research require document data to be examined and interpreted to

gain understanding and derive meaning (Bowen, 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Document
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analysis is a method suitable for studies that require rich descriptions of individual phenomena,
events, organizations or processes (Bowen, 2009; Stake, 1995).

Document analysis is also often used as a complementary method to enhance
triangulation (Bowen, 2009). According to Flick (2018), four factors should be considered when
deciding what documents deserve to be analyzed: (a) authenticity, (b) credibility, (c)
representativeness, and (d) meaning. Documents used in this study included museum website,
news reports about the museums, and speeches from the museums’ director, deputy director,
founder or chief executive related to the research.

First, I selected documents by reading and checking each of these documents one by one
with the issuing organization to assure authenticity and credibility. Then I read through these
documents to select those documents by targeted internet search that were relevant to my
research purpose and research questions and planned to analyze for further coding. I describe in
detail the data included in the documents coded in the following sections.

Coding of Documents and Interviews

For the semistructured interviews, I used a Chinese software named IFLYREC to
translate interview audio recordings into transcripts. This software allowed me to create a
comprehensive set of interview transcripts for each museum. Although this technology was
useful in providing transcripts of the interviews, it still required me to listen to the audio
recording repeatedly and manually correct some technical transcription errors to make sure the
transcription was correct. This process not only ensured accuracy of the transcripts, but also
allowed me to become more familiar with the data that emerged from the semistructured

interviews, which facilitated the next stage of coding.
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After I obtained accurate transcripts through the previously-mentioned transcription
process, my coding analysis process was divided into five stages (see Table 3): (a) original quote,
(b) initial code, (c) focused code, (d) categories, and (e) theme. The first step was data immersion
to maintain basic familiarity with transcripts, and I read transcripts line-by-line to make the
initial code. Then I translated the original quote into an initial coding which was close to the
content of data. Next, [ used focused coding to group initial codes based on their commonalities
and frequency. Finally, as displayed in Table 4, I analyzed these focused codes to merge a
smaller set of categories and reorganized these categories into a more significant theme (Pope et

al., 2000). I used the same coding analysis process for documents.

Table 0
Overview of Coding
Initial codes Focused codes Categories Themes
670 37 13 3
Table 4
Process of Coding
Original transcription Initial code Focused code  Category Theme
“Spending levels of audience Exhibition Economic Economic Influential
may be a bit conservative in tickets, which downturn environment factor to
the postpandemic era, the are the main and financial private art
audience don’t go out as source of background museums

easily as they used to buy a
RMB200 ($28) exhibition
ticket, and the impact is
obvious for exhibition ticket
sales and gift shop products,
which is our main income.”

income of art
museums, are
affected by
the decline in
audience
consumption
levels.

Memo: Did such private art museum have financial pressures after their main business had been affected
under the crisis? [ would think further about what kind of steps such a private museum has taken in
light of the economic impact. Are there any differences between them and other private art museums
that have a single source of funding or more diverse sources of funding?
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I used MAXQDA 2020 to store my interview transcripts and for my document codes so I
could store all the data in one place which also allowed me to search based on these codes.
Analysis started simultaneously as data was being collected and using MAXQDA software to
encode keywords. During the coding process, writing reflective memos promoted and generated

insights for further data analysis (see Table 5).

Table 5

Reflective Memos Written After Initial Coding

Reflective memos Codes

What caught my attention when I first encountered these data
was the complexity of participants’ attitudes toward the
self-supporting function. A participant felt that the self- 1. Facing the demands of self-
supporting function was under pressure from outside the financing function
museums and from the industry (1. “all institutions face
the problem of self-financing”), while on the other hand
he felt that it was an issue that the museums should try to
solve on their own. Although a participant mentioned
trying various approaches to the self-supporting function
(2. “Then we switched to online to support digital, online 2. Switching to online ways to
auction, online software selling, IP licensing, group explore self-financing function
exhibition plan. . . ), he felt that 3. “the self-financing
function is a paradox that contradicts the fact that the

museum is a nonprofit social organization. “Does this 3. Contradiction between self-
suggest that the museum’s attitude toward the self- financing function and museums
supporting function is ambivalent, and that the self- as a nonenterprise social
supporting function is bounded? Does this mean that not organization

all the way of self-supporting functions are adoptable?

Credibility and Trustworthiness
Polkinghorne (2007) pointed out the need to pay attention to issues of validity and
reliability in narrative inquiry. Interviewing participants to reliably tell and record credible
stories is the cornerstone of narrative research validity and reliability. Using a pilot study to test

the methodology and interview guide can increase the credibility and reliability of the study, and

84



interview questions should be put forward to a pilot group and revised effectively with adequate
sampling (Malmqvist et al., 2019). To collect valid interview responses (i.e., be certain of
participants’ consent and whether their thoughts are properly represented), participants should be
asked if they have correctly understood every interview questions and background of the
research during the interview (Glesne, 2015).

I conducted a pilot test with two interviewees in core positions from state-owned
museums to see whether they could understand the interview questions and collect their feedback.
I avoided asking suggestive questions so as not to undermine interviewees’ credibility (Altrichter
& Holly, 2005). Based on the pilot group’s feedback, I adjusted the order of interview questions
and moved the question about understanding sustainable development to the beginning, so
interviewees would start with simpler and more open-ended questions. I also modified the way
one interview question was worded, specifically “what influences the culture/society/economics
development of your museum” to “what factors restrict the sustainable development of your
private art museums?” This modification made the issue more clear, open-ended, and not limited
to the cultural, social and economic dimensions. In brief, as a result of making these suggested
changes from the pilot test group, the interview process flowed more logically and smoothly, and
the questions were easier for the interviewees to understand.

Translation Process and Member Checking

As my interviewees’ first language is Chinese, interviews were conducted in Chinese.
Hence, a translation process to report the research results in English was required. To ensure
accurate translation of the interviews and avoid personal bias, a professional English major
joined in the translation process. This translator verified the original expression and context of

the interview data were translated accurately.
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I established credibility of the data and analysis results through member checking, a
method that also maintains quality in the qualitative research tradition (Beaudry & Miller, 2016;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). After the interview and the translation process, I did member
checking and interviewees were provided with a copy of their transcript. Each participant was
asked to check the accuracy of the narrative transcript, and it allowed me to ensure the
authenticity of the interview narrative. I conducted further interviews with two interviewees via
the phone and WeChat when the data were not sufficiently understood and when additional
follow-up questions were needed. The follow-up interview data were processed using the same
method of coding as the previously described.

Additionally, retaining the voice of the researcher when analyzing data and reporting
findings ensured I could retain and monitor my own ongoing reflections process in the research
process and added credibility to the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Therefore, I used
reflective memos to document personal values and biases as they related to the research process
and data analysis. Reflective memos helped me to code and report my data with enough rigor
and reflective depth to produce insightful perspectives about the research questions.

Research Ethics

The ethical framework relevant to narrative inquiry methodology is presented next.

Research ethics are critical to building trust and protecting participants from harm.
Ethics Framework

According to Creswell and Poth (2018), ethical considerations are particularly important
to research design, especially respect and reciprocity. Martella et al. (2013) noted protection of
participants in research is also one of the ethical considerations that should be taken into account

in research. The study should be conducted ethically to ensure validity and reliability in
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qualitative research (Leavy, 2017). This study was conducted after the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) at Chapman University reviewed and approved the study protocol.. This research
was conducted in strict accordance with the contents of the documents submitted to the IRB.
Furthermore, interviewees were told this research posed no physical or mental risk to them as
indicated in the informed consent they signed.

Regarding respect in the research process, the only potential risk was a potential breach
in confidentiality from the respondents' personal information. After obtaining the permission
from the ten museums to use the names of the museums in the research, I omitted the position
the interviewees held in the museum in order to provide an additional level of privacy. Data were
backed up and stored on the Chapman University cloud storage server, and an access password
was created. In accordance with IRB standards, no one but the researchers could access these
data. Once the dissertation is submitted, these data will be destroyed.

Interviewees were not paid for participating in the study and were informed participation
was voluntary. As Harrison et al. (2001) pointed out, explaining personal background and
interest in the field of study helps researchers’ bond with participants, and can be used to gain
participants’ trust. Prior to the beginning of the study, I sent my curriculum vitae to each of the
museum professionals I would be interviewing and introduced myself and my research interests,
which built their understanding and trust in me and thus gained their support. I showed respect
for the participants’ time and contributions by providing gratitude and reciprocity. Therefore,
after the interview, I also expressed my gratitude to my participants and told them research
results would be shared with them and may help to improve their museums’ sustainable

development.
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Summary

Narrative inquiry methodology was chosen in the qualitative paradigm to explore
sustainable development of 10 private art museums in China. This research methodology was
suitable for capturing subjective experiences that occur under temporal, social, and spatial
conditions, such as the sustainable development of private art museums that experienced
COVID-19 in China's characteristic social environment. In addition, narrative inquiry
methodology provided an opportunity for a group that does not have a lot of opportunity to
express their opinions. Private art museums, in particular, in China do not have much of a voice
compared to government run museums. Data for this study were collected through purposeful
sampling to recruit participants for the study, examine Museum document collection, conduct
semi-structured interviews, and write reflective memos. Data collection and analysis followed
ethical considerations and credibility to ensure the quality of this study. This Chapter provided a
detailed overview of the methodology, and through a rigorous approach I believe I can present a
representative set of perspectives on the sustainable development of the private art museum
sector in China, which can help answer the research questions of this study. In the next Chapter, |

will report the findings of this study.
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS

As outlined in Chapter 2’s discussion of the history of museums in China, private art
museums have a close relationship with Chinese society, economy, and politics. According to Hu
(2020), challenges and difficulties associated with sustainability of private art museums represent
a long-standing problem. Hu (2020), writing at the time of the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which the pandemic increased uncertainty throughout Chinese society for years—an uncertainty
mirrored in private art museums.

Such unforeseen changes to the social landscape pushed private art museums to a more
peripheral space and have prompted questions regarding the future of art museums in China.
Therefore, a principal question of my research asks how private art museums should develop
with long-term sustainability in mind. To respond to such a question, I interviewed 10
professionals from different private art museums in China. From the semistructured interviews I
conducted with these respondents; four main themes related to sustainable development emerged:

1. Each participant had their own unique understanding or perspective on sustainable

development in private art museums.

2. Sustainability is viewed as a complex combination of the internal and external

environment of private art museums.

3. Sustainability is framed with regard to concerns for marketization.

4. Sustainability exists in a larger social context.

These themes are addressed in separate sections and explored in detail next. These sections

present the views of the museum professionals, but also extrapolate from individual insights to
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form a broader critical analysis of the concept of sustainable development in private art museums
in China.

Sustainable Development From the Perspective of Private Art Museum Professionals

This section examines how museum professionals understand the notion of sustainable

development. The purpose here was to gauge how comprehensive knowledge of this term is in
the Chinese context, and how the term is being applied in practice. Findings demonstrated that
all the individuals interviewed had heard of the term sustainable development, but each
conceptualized it differently. Although answers to the question of what sustainability meant
varied across participants, their responses nonetheless coalesced around certain recurring topics.
Therefore, these topics can be considered subthemes and are as follows: (a) sustainability
necessitates art museums rethinking their definitions and operationalizations of concept, (b)
sustainable development is still in the exploratory stages, and (c) sustainability is a long-term
undertaking.

Rethinking the Definition of Sustainability in Art Museums

In their responses, virtually all the private art museum professionals attempted to define
sustainable development, with half of them noting sustainability was closely linked to their status
as nonprofit social organizations and undertakings operating in the interest of the public welfare.
This is evident in the response from the participant from the Inside-Out Art Museum, who said,

“We need to view the art museum as a public cultural venue that takes on its own social
responsibility.” [“FATTH EHEAREEE MR, HAE WS THE. 7]

Sustainability is framed in similar terms by a participant representing the Guangdong Times
Museum, who noted, “It is important to recognize the art museum as a public welfare

undertaking from the source of cognition. And once the art museum registered as a private non-
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enterprise organization, it must be a public welfare undertaking.” [“% Y Sk S0 RS ARTE
A, PR BASERTEEN 7 R, B R MmN, 7]

In responding to questions of sustainability, both individuals conceptually linked
sustainability to (a) public service and (b) nonprofit status. This subtheme appears once more as
another private art museum expert mentioned they believed there is a misconception among the
general public, in which people believe the function of a private art museum is not that different
from that of a cultural business. This individual, a representative from 3723 Art Museum, went
on to criticize this view saying,

Don’t see the art museum as a profit-making place. The state has told you; the art

museum is privately-run but not a business place. It is a nonprofit place. So. if you want

to invest in an art museum, it can be your personal sentiment. It can be your social
responsibility. It can be your branding strategy. It can be your business empowerment.

But the only thing is that you can’t treat the art museum as a way to make profit. . . If you

want to make money, I think you can open a hot pot restaurant, not an art museum. [/ £%

EEREEEL - NEAEAMTT, BREEEFIRT, ERERLE DRIPAZA

W7, iR — N EEERI . BT DA SR AR RLE, T RL AR NS, 7]

DL R 54E, AT LURARI SR e, o] DL AR BRI EE, (HMEMURAS BEFE 36

AREE R — MR 77 2 L A SRR IR AR R 22T K A EEF R ARTE . ]
The practice of tying art museums to social responsibility can also be observed in the response
from a representative from A4 Art Museum. They asserted

An art museum should be a way of thinking, a repository of ideas for a movement, an

arena for inspired behaviors and generating your larger social connections like that. It’s

an everyday theater that you can have some relevance with anywhere. If art museums that
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are still burdened by space, I don’t think any art museum is sustainable. [3& R1E N % &

— MY, R ANIEE AR, MR EIAT I R R AR S IR

R — G, Bt —DNHWERI, FRAT PAAEAT AT 5 #rT AR e A —

BESCHRME . SEARTHAIRIC R IR R, A5 A FRARTE W] DLAT HF 8RR E H]
This participant’s response alluded to previous practices, wherein Chinese private art museums
aimed to build architectural wonders, and were often designed by celebrity architects. But too
much attention was paid to the architecture of art museums and quality of their exhibitions has
often been neglected. That is why this respondent presents an attention to physical space—as in
an attention to physical space exclusively—as a barrier to sustainability.

However, others were much more explicit in presenting hindrances to sustainability as
rooted in misconceptions of the purpose of private art museums not only among the general
public, but also with those people working in the art industry. Both those internal and external to
the art industry were presented by some respondents as blurring the line between the purposes of
museums, art museums, and commercial galleries. For example, a representative from UCCA
commented on how this misunderstanding came to be, saying,

Around 2007, some art museums in Beijing at that time still represented artists and

helped them to sell works. As an art museum that also represents artists and sells works,

the concept of an art museum was very vague at the time. [2007 “E /45, b5t —Lk
FARIEEA N ZERZTW . AFNRAREIERE IR LA B, S RE0 T
AT B AR A . ]

The participant from 3723 Art Museum seemed to reflect on this misguided assumption an art

museum doubles as a gallery, stating, “The word art museum it has a special meaning, it has an

industry norm, it’s not that you have a space in which you exhibit some works and that’s an art
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museum, that’s wrong.” [“FEARIFIX =N FERARKRMNE XM, ST LEr, e
VOARA >3 F) HL I e b — 26, IO SRARIE, XREHRE. 7]

Additionally, many of the interviewees pointed out private art museums are becoming
more commonplace, but commonly held definitions regarding their function and obligations to
society lag behind. As the participant from Rockbund Art Museum pointed out, “The number of
private art museums seems to be continuing to increase, but there’s still not enough thinking

about what kind of art museum to build and how to run an art museum.” [*“[&75 35 AR1E B HE 4
Bk RAERBIE I, HEATZM— M AFEREREMEAM—NERE, HILEER
BRARZ ., 7

7/

Indeed, definition of private art museums was a recurring theme which related to
sustainable development in participant interviews. In fact, the individual from 3723 Art Museum
mentioned one of the reasons mentioned for the ambiguity of the definition was the short history
of private art museums. The following section explores respondents’ perceptions of this timeline
further, particularly as they framed the private art museum industry as still being in its nascent
stages.

Sustainable Development is Still in Its Exploratory Stages

Most of the art museums professionals interviewed qualified their appraisals of art
museum sustainability with a statement speaking to the early stage of development they were in.
These professionals believed because private art museums are relegated to more marginal sectors,
and because these types of museums have had a short history in China, they are still in a constant
stage of figuring out their institutional identity and purpose. As the individual from Rockbund
Art Museum related, “There are very few art museums in China that have thought about what

kind of art museum they want to be from the very beginning, but usually they think about it
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while they are running it.” [“H E{RAF T — G siA8 4 1, FERIERZ — Mtk
ARVE, —WERME K 2 f5—ihM—14%8. ] In other words, as the Rockbund representative

saw it, without an established guide predicated on a long history of all those museums that came
before, private art museums are essentially just “figuring it out as they go.” In fact, this is the
same language the participant from 3723 Art Museum used when they asserted,
Our development is very difficult because there is nothing to go by and refer to, we all
have to figure it out on our own [emphasis added]. And in this process, we have to
gradually form a methodology. Some private art museums learned from state-owned art
museums but find that state-owned art museums have institutional limitations because
they are financially funded by the government. Some of the art museums learned from

the basic operating models of Western art museums but find that it couldn’t learn from
either. [ FATHIAEARFEAE, DUNBCA RG] LA KIEMS S, BATEEH D EE
o M HARRKERES, BMEZLER—FIER. RERREFNEEES

T

J)

FARME, ERIERRAECHESH ERRR, FROYEREHGERN . AR

#

W7 R, {HRIPEH RAREEERA T . ]
This notion of a lack of a model or guide also surfaced in the interviewee from How Art

Museum’s response: “China’s private art museums don’t have a fixed business model or

template. They are all figuring it out on their own. . . Because every art museum is different, and

it’s not the same as a Western art museum.” [“H [E] [ & SEARTEBCE — ™ il @ I s I AR B

RS, HRAE B SR, O SERIA —FE, 0T FSRARIEHE A —FE. 7] As with
the previous excerpt, this respondent also identifies an inability to replicate a Western model as

part of the problem.
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To overcome obstacles to sustainable development such as these, many of the
respondents identified a need for adaptability and resiliency. An individual from the Inside-Out
Art Museum alluded to such qualities when they said, “The most important challenge still comes
from the museums themselves, how to keep pushing their limitations, not being bound by what
they already know, and maintaining constant creativity and motivation.” [“#xz 25 5 i #k i 14 & ok
HEAREES, W AR R E SRR, SO RRE R, REFRREHA1E 7)
MzhTT.

This idea of making dynamic adjustments according to the external environment was also

presented as characteristic of this exploratory stage by the respondent from A4 Art Museum,

who recalled,

We’ve adjusted our position countless times, and it doesn’t seem so exclusive, but it’s
precisely because the gallery has been changing in response to change, and it’s leading its

own change. When others don’t change, it will change. It’s important to recognize
yourself dynamically and adapt to society. [F A% T LXK H S EL, BHiEERA
R L—, (BB R BN EARIE — BENRE R AR, e e 51 4 E AR
o AN BRIBHEE ST SIENZHANRED, ZHENERREZ, ]

Exploration as an ongoing process was also addressed in the interview with the participant from
3723 Art Museum, who stated, “For China, we stand in the art museum industry. The

development of private art museums is only for 10-20 years. In fact, all the people are
exploring.” [ “Xf E K Yi, FATEEESRAIERATI R, REFRRERIAEEHIB 2 10
ZAE, B 20 FHAR], HSETH R NEESLZR . ] One interviewee compared this stage

of history in Chinese art museums to infancy, but people want babies to grow up fast. This
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individual, from How Art Museum shared, “Private art museums in China are still a baby and

may not even drink milk. But now we are desperately trying to give it milk to make it drink into
a giant baby.” [“H [H { & ARG — DML, WRRTIEA Y. EIERNTE
BN E S ESE . ] The idea these museums have “a ways to go” to achieve
sustainability likewise appeared in an interview with a member of the Bund One Art Museum

staff, who stated, “Sustainability must be about constantly adjusting and experimenting as much

as possible. . . It’s not easy for every private art museum, and there’s still a lot of way to go.”
[ “PIRFEER R — R R TR WA 22, R REERIEHAR S, EHBRZ %
giEo ”]

As these excerpts demonstrate, many of the participants attribute the relatively smaller
social space that private art museums occupy in Chinese society to their young history. This
young history represents not only an explanation as to why these types of museums do not enjoy
the same notoriety, visitor figures, or funding as their larger museum counterparts, and a proven
model for sustainable development, but also suggests an opportunity for future growth. In other
words, as the respondents saw it, as private art museums have yet to become a pervasive cultural
force, participants nonetheless intimated that these museums could be in the future.

A few respondents further framed the short history of private art museums in China in
positive terms, such as the individual from A4 Art Museum, who identified the stage of
development the museums were in as allowing them to not be confined by convention. Therefore,
according to the museum professionals interviewed here, their recent entrance into the realm of
museums in China is both an advantage and disadvantage. The next section addresses other
tensions inherent in the concept of sustainability for the private art museum staff, specifically the

tension between short- and long-term success.
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Sustainability as Sustained Undertaking

Not only did the respondents in this study contextualize the concept of sustainability
according to its young history in China, but they also classified sustainability according to two
subtypes of success: short-term and long-term. When some museum professionals talked about
short-term sustainable development, they did so in positive terms. For instance, one interviewee
from Bund One Art Museum described private art museums as the “aura” surrounding their
parent company, as the jewel in a conglomerate’s crown. In Chinese, the words “aura” and
“crown,” as they are used here, have a negative connotation. They are being used in the
pejorative sense to suggest, for these parent companies, acquisition of a private art museum is a
mere appendage—a public relations project, add-on, or afterthought . This interviewee stated,

Go and see if the private art museums serve as an aura or a crown for the businesses it

invests in. . . And then go and see which private art museums have daily visitors, whether

the private art museums can continue to survive, whether it has a main business. [E & &

EARERARAEAEHR MK A EE 2. . HEE—EWANEE

REMAR, EADRARIEREARERSAAF T 5, ERAEHEE LS. ]

The representative from Rockbund Art Museum chose to describe short-term
sustainability as “easy” in terms of founding a museum, managing exhibitions, and making
decisions regarding the operations of private art museums. This representative said,

From this perspective it’s actually quite easy to run an art museum, it’s quite easy to do

an art exhibition. In these easy situations, it may make decisions about the development

of art museums less rigorous. . . In the future, the art museum may gradually become

unsustainable. [ XA A BET 5 MEEARIE LW ER S 1), MR M HiEs 5. Br
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PAUEIRLEHER 5 TG DL T, FTRES LR SRARTGF BN A ™. . SR AT B Ja T S AR T

AR S LAk 7. ]

At first glance, this would initially appear to paint sustainability in positive terms. However,
looking at this quote in greater depth reveals such ease was seen as the antithesis of sustainable
development, as the representative concluded their reflections by suggesting if one gives into
such ease in the short-term, then the museum may become unsustainable in the long-term. At the
same time, these kinds of comments also point to the fact private art museums should think more
about long-term sustainable development.

Chinese private art museums* short-term success was also presented as problematic and
not necessarily indicative of success by the representative from Guangdong Times Museum, who
pointed out:

The sustainability of private art museums. . . I don’t know. It’s as much of a boom to be

able to look at it for up to 10 years as it can be seen. While private art museums are

actually very far from being sustainable in the true ecological sense. [ (& 32 AR 1E )R] #

SRR BRI, U R, B EE 104E, BT DB AR 1. T

RE SRR IEASE R g s b T, 1.

Here, the participant from Guangdong Times Museum’s usage of the “ecological sense” to
describe sustainability efforts in the Chinese private art museum sector does not refer to
environmental issues. Instead, because museums in China have yet to become largely concerned
with environmental sustainability, “ecological sustainability” in this excerpt may best be
understood in terms of social responsibility and contributions to effective dissemination of
contemporary art to various audiences, artists, and galleries, and other educational and cultural

institutions. Additionally, describing art museums as a boom suggested there will be an
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inevitable bust. The boom-and-bust analogy this individual used implied that short-term success
may not predict long-term museum viability.

As participants described short-term sustainability as easy, long-term sustainability was
characterized as difficult, but unlike the early days when many private art museums sought short-
term sustainability, today there are private art museums that are invested in long-term
sustainability. For instance, the individual from A4 Art Museum related many of the private art
museums in China are starting to focus more on long-term sustainable development, explained,

There are a number of art museums in China, they have done many years of collection

and a lot of preparatory work when they built the museum, they have been different from

the short and quick way before to construct an art museum. I think they have more of

their own system, their own accumulation, and they are also more responsible for history.

[EAAIRZ XA, EAME T IRZERNOR, fE@IEm R KRR & TAE,

EATEEA T JFRIB MR 77 LB — NSRRI . FaA eI Em

HHCH RS, A HOHUE, WAPSEEMRRT. ]

The interviewee presented the museums that are invested in long-term sustainability as having
“done many years of collection and a lot of preparatory work,” implying achieving long-term
sustainability is a difficult task. In the next line, then they contrasted these museums with short
history—those that are looking for the “short and quick way.”

This theme of long-term sustainability being hard, but desirable was one that surfaced
across interviews, with a number of individuals pointing out museums’ sustainable development
is something that is accomplished over a long period and with much effort. Sustainable
development of private art museums is presented in this way by the employee from 3723 Art

Museum, as well, who shared,
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Sustainable development, I think, is very important. The initiators of art museums,
instead of calling them bosses, we should call them initiators. Let them realize that it is

easy to open an art museum, but it is really not 3 years or 5 years of work if you want the

art museums to be developed in the long run. [ A RF4E ke F i 192 JE 5 BB ATt
RLZiEIR LSRRG R AN, TATAZZEN, FATHERIER AN, FRIZM
—IHERONREX — &, BRI DA E S, EEEAEEREAE,
HIAR 354, AR —H—4,
Similarly, for the staff member for Rockbund Art Museum, successfully realizing sustainability
was presented as something that is not achieved over a short period stated:
To run an art museum, you really have to measure it over a long time period. In a short
period of time, it may succeed or fail. But for a long period of time, these experiences

may be a small wave in the sea. If you’re able to stick with it for a longer period of time,

it basically means that’s where you’re going to get that part of what you want to get, a

longer-term sustainability. [fi#3& R1EE K ZEH — MR IR E#EEE. — 5
FURSRIBCR T, EA PTRERT, A RRERI. (HAXN T — MK TR BN &, " RE
REEHRRE A ININRAE . AR ULARAE TS WA EUBC I 8], A b At/ it
IR VR =15 B URAEEAF B AR — &7, — D E KRR #F4E. ]
This respondent also used an analogy like the “boom-or-bust” analogy the previous interviewee
used. Here, the first wave is riding is like the boom in that the boom will inevitably crash (i.e.,

“bust”). These individuals’ comments implied it is the ability to navigate that crash and “stick

with it” that translates to sustainability. By describing such tensions between ease and difficulty,
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and short- and long-term efforts, museum professionals in this study constructed sustainability as
a complex concept, a topic that will be further explored in the next section.
Sustainable Development is a Complex and Multifaceted Concept

Respondents featured in this study attributed the complexity inherent to museum
sustainability to a variety of factors, which can be classified according to two categories. First of
these categories includes factors related to the often-unpredictable external environment in which
private art museums are situated. Second category encompasses factors related to the
environment internal to the institution. Therefore these interviewees indicated the sustainable
development of private art museums is not only affected by the complex external environment,
but faced with many internal challenges, as well.

Factors of Sustainability in the External Environment

Five external environmental factors were identified during the interview process. These
factors included: (1) COVID-19, (2) socio-economic downturn, (3) geographic locations of art
museums, (4) positioning of art museums, and (5) cultural governance structures. Each of these

factors are described further in the next sections.

COVID-19

One of the most frequently cited external factors affecting museum sustainability,
according to the participants, was onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. The reasons why the
pandemic was presented significantly to institutional sustainability was because, as the employee
from Macalline Art Center pointed out, “The relationship between the art museum and the

socioeconomic and sociopolitical is tightly connected because it inevitably changes with society

as a whole.” [“SEARTEAIHE A B AL 2 BUG Z A8 RIEFLMR'E, BN EA ] #E 2>

101



B 4 2 AR AR AL A4k . ] Therefore, as society was upended with the onset of COVID-

19, so too were museums’ operations and their prospect of sustainability.

In describing the changes COVID-19 had brought about, and how it negatively impacted
sustainability for private art museums, most interviewees used words such as negative and bad.
Discussions of the negative impact of COVID-19 centered around the economy, art production,
new audiences and overseas exchange, and integrity of exhibitions. Some interviewees even
pointed out their respective museums are still dealing with after-effects of the COVID-19
pandemic. As the respondent from Macalline Art Center noted, “The COVID-19 was really
terrible, and it has been a hellish year. I guess all Chinese institutions are similar. And we are

still forced to absorb the negative things from last year.” [ 1% B AMERE 1, Sl 2R OB A%

f—. ST a TR ENEEAZ . AT EIRAEPERIEFE NI ARE. ]

Similarly, the interviewee from Rockbund Art Museum reflected,
For us, the biggest damage caused by COVID-19 is actually the audience. The number of
visitors after the COVID-19 is still very poor so far. Then we did some preliminary
observations and analysis and found that basically all of our old audiences have been lost,
and 70% of the visitors who came were new, and a very large part of them were
accidental visitors. I think part of the reason is due to the COVID-19 and the closure of
the museum. [ZEIFXF AR, HSHE K —NRFRZ WA G5 KM S
AERH AT IEAGEIRZE o ARG TAME T — LW D RIS b, R BLEAT AT Y
EWARFEAR EHORR T, ARG R T0%HEH A, AR5 A HEH KIE 2R T
TR IRPEFIRAR o FRGEAFA — FB 73 R0 S PR PR g e 175 0 P PR ) o ]

Four participants noted the pandemic had also, ironically, positively impacted museums. This

theme of COVID-19 being a blessing in disguise was introduced in the following interview,
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where the respondent presents COVID-19 as an opportunity to borrow works the museums

would otherwise not have access to. This staff member, from Bund One Art Museum, explained

the positive impact granted by COVID-19 in the following way:
In 2022, we think there was a big opportunity. Because of the decline in tourism in
various countries, foreign art museums had many works to be released, so we can borrow
the works. It’s a two-way opportunity. For us it’s content, there’s more content for us to
choose from and bring into China. For foreign museums there is revenue to supplement
what they lose in tourist spending. [7E 2022 &, AT ENL K. FAEEREVE
B, EAMEARTEEIRZ B M EGE YE dh 2 AR R, RN AR AT LLAE
BENEM . ARz . WA NS, FEZHANER LAERATIE
FEANGI3E . XEANSEARTE T S A A s A I7E R 2 T8 2 BRIk ]

This sentiment was echoed by the representative from A4 Art Museum, who stated,
COVID-19 has changed a lot, but when we review it now, we feel that there are too many
positive changes. The COVID-19 actually triggered our consensus on things like
community and audience. Without this disaster, I believe many people would not be able
to reach a consensus. Because everyone doesn’t know what we really want to leave
behind when encountering such difficulties? What should we really have? COVID-19 has
brought us a sorting out and an awakening of ourselves. [JE1H A TR %, (HARAIM
FEB WA KL RIERR AR . Sl 1 AT AL XA AT AR IX L 2R
PEEIFEIR. aRE X e, HERZ NBARILR, EOVRFARIEE X

FER— SRR, FATTIEZEE R A2 A ? BATRIEZMA A A7 Bl
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NFRATAHTR B2 B A — R B — R i g . ]
In between the two poles of the spectrum of COVID-19’s impact on private art museums’
sustainability, there were a few participants who viewed COVID-19 not as a threat to
sustainability or an opportunity for promoting it, but as having little bearing on it at all. For this
group of individuals, challenges and difficulties that private art museums face are perennial, and
COVID-19 was no exception. This perspective is demonstrated in the interview with the
participant from Guangdong Times Museum, who shared,

COVID-19 as a social aspect of the problem, an exotic virus slightly reminds humanity to

keep a little bit of life competitive. But it does not affect the fundamental issues and the

logic of business, nor does it affect the foundations of society. [ 1 1E N — NS H
AR, SRR R A PR R — N NSREA R RS — R ar 3e 4 71 (HE WA
FRAS T AT R ML B2 4R, A M AL S AR ]

Similarly, the representative from UCCA dismissed COVID-19 as a barrier to sustainability and

instead presented it as an excuse for some private art museums, which used it to cover up
organizational problems. This individual noted,
COVID-19 may have eased some of the problems. And people have at least found a
reason why the art museums are bad now, such as the market is bad or commercially bad,

which is actually the economy is bad. Instead, COVID-19 has masked some of the
problems. [ZEIG AT RE1E—LE [ EEZA T, KRR EDELE] T —ADRARIEIAEA 134
W, BN mip A BE Rk B, HSO R AT 1. RGN L
8, ]

In conclusion, although some individuals believe COVID-19 has brought opportunities for the

development of private art museums, majority of them still believed COVID-19 has brought
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more negative impacts. At the same time, COVID-19 was also seen by some participants as a
trigger or catalyst for the economic downturn. All in all, whether it is an opportunity or a
challenge, COVID-19 has brought private art museums to think and reflect on the issue of
sustainable development. Some private art museums have begun to realize how to live with
public emergencies and crises.
Socioeconomic Downturn

COVID-19 caused a worldwide economic downturn many museums are still recovering
from, and moreover illustrated how greatly influenced museums are by socioeconomic
conditions. Several interviewees pointed out the development of private art museums is
dependent on the greater socioeconomic environment, and the primary reason private art
museums have flourished in the past was due to China’s long history of economic development.
But now, as that development slows, private art museums are falling on hard times. As the
representative from Macalline Art Center explained,

When China’s real estate economy was at its peak, private art museums were also at their

peak. . . but now, we find that the real estate economy has completely lost its leading

position in China’s economy after 10 years, and it has become a very bad situation.

China’s real economy and China’s society have changed dramatically over the past 10

years, and I think there’s a pretty big crisis in the nonprofit sector, and we’re all saying
it’s a dark moment. [ B M2 42 B 210 K IS A%, 02 BOE S8 AR S 3 HE B PR )
e, YT BIBAE, FRATRBIH =257 10 ek L T B &5 A4 SR
ME, BT MR — AR, 5 104, JE ) SEARL 5 E 42
RAETERBZN, I RIEERFT IAFEA LKA ENL, AT 2 — 4> G

% ]
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The interviewee Inside-Out Art Museum had a similar opinion on the matter, as this

representative noted, “The instability of the general economic development environment in the
postpandemic era is a challenge for every arts organization.” [“/5 ¥ 15 AR T & e RIS
AT R TN ERVA KPR ]

Many private art museums feel the trickle-down effects of the economic woes
experienced by their parent companies. Parent companies and private founders represent the
primary source of financial capital and income for private art museums. For example, Rockbund
Art Museum’s representative pointed out 60%—70% of the organization’s funding comes from its
parent company in the interview. So, when the economy is in a downturn, income from the
primary business of these parent companies will be affected, which in turn, affects the amount of
financial support provided to private art museums. These private art museums’ dependency on
their founders’ parent companies, which is then dependent on the greater economy, is explained
by the representative from 3723 Art Museum shared:

Most private art museums have an owner or have a parent company as their source of

funding. This brings a risk that when the main business is good, the art museum can do

well. But if the parent company itself encounters financial difficulties or the owner

encounters personal financial situation, the development of the art museum may be
greatly limited and restricted. [ K7 REEAREE GFIKFEHRZER, BITLFEE
—NEREE A D EEA FAE R SRR . Xk — AR, wE Sk 3
BV SR LF I, EARIE AT MR EF . (H RN AR A GBS 17 %4 FH
A B B B EARAN NI SR, T BESE A R A J a2 52 1)1 AR 11 R o1 A )
5. 1
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But the financial troubles spurred by an economic downturn are not limited to a lack of funding
from the museums’ founders; revenue from ticket sales were also greatly affected. The staff
member from How Art Museum commented on the difficulty museums face in bringing visitors
in, stating, “Consumption is now downgraded, audiences are reluctant to spend money, and
people’s lifestyles have changed a lot. It’s actually harder for art museums to attract people now
than it was.” [“BLFEVH DRFE, MARANERHZE, AIEGETERKEL . FZAREMN
FEER RGN, HRFREE 1. 7]

Interviewees also addressed secondary revenue sales, such as those from gift shops and
dining, being profoundly impacted. The representative from Bund One Art Museum pointed out
how sales from gift stores represented an important source of income when they explained,

Spending levels of audience may be a bit conservative in the postpandemic era, the

audience don’t go out as easily as they used to buy a RMB200 ($28) exhibition ticket,

and the impact is obvious for exhibition ticket sales and gift shop products, which is our
main income. [J 15 Jm MAR A TH 2 7K-T- 7] BEA s OR 55, WEARAME BLHT 200 B Je BT ]

ERM AR GET T, XTSI i SN 5 AR B, T2 341

I EZIN . ]

Although the economic downturn has put financial pressure on many parent companies, some
private art museums gained an opportunity to develop if the museum’s parent company was not
affected by the economic downturn. This is what the staff member from 3723 suggested when
they said,

During the COVID-19, because there were a lot of companies whose main business was

affected, for example, the real estate sector was very much restricted last year and the

year before. So, we saw a large number of art museums with a real estate background
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challenged last year and into this year. However, for those whose main business is not

necessarily affected by the COVID-19, this year may be a better opportunity. [E 7% 1% 1
[H], FUORARZ N 3E 23] 7 52m, Ll b5 =47 e ZAEFET 2 2 1 9k
W2 RG] BT LAIRATE BIFE R R ASAE, A RE ™ T 5 SR ARTE 3 28k

0o ST EENL S5 AN ARG T AZFEMAIN), AR A R RSB S — A B A IRIAL

. ]

As these interviewees pointed out, Chinese private art museums are susceptible to both external
financial influences and ones internal to the organization. In terms of external economic forces,
unexpected events like COVID-19 and socioeconomic downturn that ensued, burdened these
museums’ operations and thus their prospects of sustainability. At the same time, internal
economic forces, derived from the business model upon which they operate and the influences of
their parent companies, have prompted many of these museums to explore self-financing options
in the future.
Geographic Locations of Art Museums

Economic downturns will impact areas and regions differently. For instance, private art
museums in larger metropolises may be able to withstand negative conditions better than their
counterparts in rural areas. This is due to a variety of reasons, including a more well-established
art scene, greater tourism, and larger network of artists. Of the 10 private art museum staff
members interviewed, five participants positioned the geographic location of their individual art
museums as integral to their institutional identity, and something that guided their subsequent
development in many aspects. For both the respondents from UCCA and Macalline Art Center,

which have venues in Beijing and Shanghai, specific characteristics of different geographical

108



locations led to different development strategies for their art museums. As the staff member from
Macalline Art Center said,
Beijing is the closest place to the art ecology; it has the most artists, scholars and
resources in different fields. If art museums want to do something more ecological and
infrastructural, Beijing may be a better place to start. . . . Shanghai is more of a window,

suitable for some outward-looking work, and it can connect with some people, such as
salons of different topics. [JL I RMZEARES R I TT, EWARZHIEREK, 2
AN E I ) B . ISR SEARIE AR — Ee A A5 H infrastructure ),
AR — . . . I E RS, G e AN R TR, B R
R LN, LA FEE D . ]

The interviewee from How Art Museum continued this theme of how geographic location

determines development strategy. How Art Museum has venues in both Wenhzou and Shanghai,

and has prompted its staff to adopt different approaches to operating each location. The How Art

Museum staff member said,
Wenzhou is very different from Shanghai, for example, like the population base of
Wenzhou, there are only a few million people in Wenzhou’s home region, and there are
limited young people, so it’s a lot of difference from Shanghai and we’ve also adopted a
completely different strategies to both museums [#& N AT EEIRA—FE, BrCAFRATH R
BT S AN SR . ECanGai M BN AR, SR AR TR IX sk R LE A,
RN 4 5, FrlAUtIe 2R 2 Hhor F B —Ff. ]

A4 Art Museum chose its development direction based on a combination of geographic location

and connections with the community, as the museum’s representative noted:
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A4 Art Museum is located in the community, and it cares a lot about public relations
because the city’s DNA and cultural lineage are very concerned with daily life. Also,
because it is located in the community, it adjusts its work according to different feedback
from the audience, which also influences its thinking about its self-positioning and role.
[A4 Art Museum HUALFEIX, EARH RO AILHIR R, ZEOVIZAITT A 5 15
AT A B O H TG . WD B AL, EAEMUR 2 TAR IR i 2 AR 4
AR R S 058 25 8, Mo e mifh e £ 3 e AT B B — L8 2% ]
In conclusion, China is a country with a very vast territory and many nationalities, which makes
development paths and strategies of private art museums in different cities completely different.
This finding also shows there is no uniform template for the development of private art museums,
but rather, development of private art museums needs to be adapted to local conditions. At the
same time, how to operate and develop a private art museum from a local perspective has also
become a new issue for this industry.
Positioning of Art Museums
Various elements comprise art museums’ institutional identities, several of which have
already been touched on thus far, including origins and nature of their parent companies and the
geographic locations and communities they serve. The latter of these considerations figure
heavily into how staff at A4 Art Museum wish to portray themselves. As the representative from
this museum notes, their organization pivoted to become much more explicitly community-
oriented:
Our museum’s positioning has undergone a transformation to become a community-
based contemporary art museum. . . In a sense, it’s coming from a museum that was

focused on objects and events, and now it’s back to focusing on people. Art museums are
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going to recognize more connectivity, communication, and stimulation, rather than
simply defining value, making rational categorizations, and generating discourse with
resources. . . . Private art museums must first do their own physical examination, that is,

to know what their genes are. Otherwise, it is difficult to make a rational choice. [ FA]
FARIEREN 2 Prid e, e R B AL IR AR AR, L M S Bk
TN A FRSETYAMF )L, BAERIBISGERIN . SERTE EE AN E 2 (R
ACTAEABECANE, TSR (] € AME, TS ER 2., MBI 1S,
REFRAEEGEE CHER, B2aEE SRR HIR RS —3
VERIEFE. ]

The individual from JinChen YFM Art Gallery also portrayed the community the museum is a

part as integral to not only who they are as an organization, but what it is they value, reflecting,

“We value the collaboration of art museums with communities or schools as these types of
organizations, they are not only a sustainable development, but also an extension to the
audience.” [“FATE AL ARIE AL X B & A ROIXFRAPM KIS 1E, AAIADOE—FimT
FPEER R, R ARKIY . ]

For other respondents, their organization’s positioning was not determined by who it
served, but rather by the size of their operations. As these individuals saw it, large-, mid-, or
small-sized museums carried different connotations about who they were and what they were
trying to do. This is suggested by the commentary from the Rockbund Art Museum
representative, who explained,

First of all, there was a subjective condition that we had an unspoken consensus at the

very beginning of running the museum. For the future art museum, we are definitely not a
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big art museum, but we definitely want to be a relatively unique and good art museum.
How to say it is a unique and good art museum actually depends on us to interpret it at
different stages at different times, but we definitely don’t want to follow the trend, we
don’t want to do that kind of art museum purely for the sake of the box office, so this is
the basic premise, and then slowly it has been precipitated into the genes of our art
museum. [ H56H —DNEMKIFA, B IRAE —IHE I8 Z At A —MscE Ui
KEFEIR . EARKAFEARE, FATHE AR MRERIIEARTE, HEATHE E
BRI FISEARTE . B AREULRE — DMRFIIF I SEARTE,  FLSARm T AT 14E
ANTE] RIS TR] AN [R] i B 25 PR, (B BRAT]— 8 R AN BRI, AL
WORFP 2 SN 152D RIRMSEARTE, Fr XA REARRIATIE, AREENEC
SUEANBMNFEARIERERER T ]
As this interviewee stated, their museum’s status as “not a big art museum” directs their
organizational goals and values, which in this case, means not focusing on turning a large profit,
or as they put it, working “purely for the sake of the box office.” The individual from Macalline
Art Center likewise presented their museum’s size as essential to its positioning efforts, saying,
“We’re positioning ourselves as a mid-sized arts organization that has its flexibility and the
elasticity of its framework. And then do some more relatively experimental and then edgier
content.” [ “TATR B QL — NP RRIZANN, A ERRIGEEAMHEIR PR R85
— LB LA SEE PR, SRR AT DN 2 . ] As indicated by this statement, a mid-
sized museum may afford the organization with greater opportunities in some regard (here

meaning, flexibility in program content) than larger museums.
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In addition to museum size, their academic endeavors were also presented by positioning
of academic development as a key part of their organizational positioning. Considerations for
their academic commitments determined the development direction of the museum’s artistic
productions and public programs. As the representative from Macalline Art Center related,

Just like our academics are avant-garde on the one hand, but the academics are not a very

serious academics, not like the academic exhibitions inside the academy. In terms of taste,

we have to be avant-garde and radical. For example, ‘The Cloud of Multiple Species’

exhibitions are all oriented toward this kind of position. [FtA%FA T2 AR — J5 TH &/ 2

1, HZEARAR —MRETFEREAR, WARIEF B AR R, IERAE

taste fHAZAGJE T, FRATESEY avant-garde Al radical — /. LU 2R 2 =1

DA [ A XA ) L A . ]

Still, others, like the individual from JinChen YFM Art Gallery, presented the genre of the art
featured in the museum as central to its positioning. This respondent said, “Our positioning is
relatively more focused on painted modern and contemporary art, and then carry forward some
of the influence of Shanghai-style art.” [“TAI T & ALAHR R 22 B L3 T 23 4 I 44K E
AR, RIERG R ERTEE ). ]

Despite the diverse considerations that go into a museum’s positioning, as illustrated by
these interviewee responses, one thing was clear across interviews: positioning informed both
operations and strategy, including development strategies. One example of this relationship
between positioning and development is the case of Guangdong Times Museum, which
positioned itself as having an internationally aligned focus and ethos, by founding a second
exhibition venue in Berlin, Germany. Furthermore, several interviewees believed that the

positioning of art museums is not fixed, and that the art museums may adopt different
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positioning at different stages of development. Therefore, tying back to earlier discussions of
sustainability amid unprecedented events like COVID-19 and related economic downturns, part
of enduring in the long-term may mean reevaluating institutional positionality as circumstances
in the greater society change. Furthermore, as some of the interviewees pointed out, there may be
a strategic advantage in keeping museum operations at a smaller or mid-range scale, as this size
equips them with the freedom to respond to community needs and social exigencies as needed.
A Sector on the Margins. Despite the fact interviewees have previously addressed
private art museums as being mainly concentrated in China’s major cities, they have also existed
on the margins of society in a more figurative sense. For instance, echoing earlier commentary
about private art museums still being in their nascent stages, for the individual from 3723 Art
Museum, the peripheral space that private art museums occupy in China stems from fewer staff
members they can employ, reduced number of museums in operation, and relatively short time
they have been around. This individual remarked,
The development of modern art museums in the West [primarily, the U.S., the U.K., and
Europe] is only a few decades, and the development of these museums, whether in the
West or in China, actually belongs to a very new field, and its number is very small. . . .
In Shanghai, there are probably 100 art museums of all types. There are only about 50 of
them in operation, and most of them are state-owned. The average staff of an art museum

is about 10 people. Among China’s 1.4 billion people, the number of people working in

private art museums is very, very small. [F575 [JIRARSEARTE K& & BIIAE R L 147,
LSRR TE A JE FLSEAVE SR U 7 Hae R E i, FLSEHS R I T — N AE 58 B 4,
i B e BECE AR D, iR R A R A S R R LA 100 5K, X H

M HAEAEISAE R RMER AT 50 5, X2 AR R A AR —Z AT
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B TAEN Gk 10 Nt . A E 14 NP4, WS RVE SEARTE TR A S
EFE AT Do ]
Along these same lines, the staff member from Guangdong Times Museum used numerical
evidence to explain why private art museums in China are granted such limited space in both
society and industry: “Art museums are a very small percentage of the cultural industry, probably

less than 3% for contemporary art museums. There’s even less money and practitioners in it. You
know what the biggest ones are? It’s games and movies.” [“ZE ARTELE AL =\ k2 — AN RS
NHIEEE], BARERTATRERE 3% AN H] . B )BT AMN N R D 7o ARENE K2
Hang? Rk M. 7

However, the issue with being relegated to the margins arises when it becomes an
obstacle to sustainable development. In fact, one participant from 3723 Art Museum presented

the social status of private art museums in China as a major obstacle to development. This

respondent said, “We’re very minor and there’s no other industry can compare with us, so it’s
very hard for us to develop.” [ “FATTAEH /MR, EE LM —MTALREREERIRA TR L, FrRAR
1) & FE A5 IR 3], Although this individual presents private art museums’ minor social

position as explicitly at odds with development, the staff member from Guangdong Times
Museum claims it to be troubling in terms of museums’ impact:
Because we are a very minor department, it is difficult to achieve a large-scale impact. . . .
The government may think that it has invested a lot of money in the art museum sector,
but they don’t see that there are so many different private art museums from a high
position. We are really weak and even sometimes unpopular. Even sometimes the private

companies won’t treat private art museums well. [[K YA AT B IER1T, i
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MRAE LA 2] — A RVE R, EZINNE CCENEARTERAN T RENTE S,
HERAEAZ NHIEERXAZAFERISEARME. 1 HBAIH LIRS/ 2
AL Rt R AW . HEARERE S AR T I REFRARE. ]
In short, as a relatively marginal sector of the social structure, existence of private art museums
seems to be dispensable. This also suggests its development is more difficult than that of some of
the more important cultural institutions. This is because they need to try to solve the problem of
how to be seen by the audience, practitioners, local government, and state, and recognize the
value of their existence.

Cultural Governance Structures

Museums* position in society is largely the product of government oversight, which is
geared toward cultural governance. The cultural governance structures as they apply to private
art museums involves following stakeholders: national and local governments, relevant
legislative branches, and major players in society, such as private foundations. The larger topic
of cultural governance can be broken down into four subtopics, all of which are introduced by
interviewees as central to the question of sustainability for private art museums in China. These
subtopics represent factors influencing sustainability, with this section being organized around
them. They are: (1) external mechanisms differ from the west, (2) law and policy, (3) control
over ideology, and (4) government support.

External Mechanisms Differ From the West. It became clear during the interviews the
sustainability of Western art museums is due to a long history of healthy external mechanisms
that allow art museums, governments, and social forces to work together to maintain
sustainability of art museums. Although both China and the West have established business

models and supportive infrastructure in place for both government and non-state-owned
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museums, half of the interviewees featured in this study pointed out the primary difference
differentiating the two locations are external mechanisms. For example, when compared to
museums in the West, Chinese museums lack well-developed relationships with foundations,
private patrons, and endowment systems, which has a significant impact on their financial
sustainability. As the individual from UCCA explained,
The West has a tradition of patronage that goes back hundreds of years, and it has this
tradition of aristocratic patronage of culture and art. It can be traced back to the Medici
family’s patronage of the Renaissance and so on. Although foreign art museums have

supportive policies, there is no such incentive mechanism in China. The mechanism is

different between the West and China. [ 7§ /7 H JLEH ERIEBIME S, ©F X PP o1 5
BISCACRTZR e gt. SERIAT DLE M 2558 3 R B C E B M 2 ). i B
[ AR SEARTE A FRAFRIBOR, (BAE rp E L SEACH IR AL . o8 05 A0 e [
PLEIA—FE. ]
The representative from How Art Museum likewise noted funding for Chinese private art
museums is singular in nature, having said,
Foundations in the West have an original basis there, but China does not. Like the United
States in addition to the foundation will have government support, but China does not

have such a mechanism, so museums can only rely on the founder to invest money. [[E 4}
e —MRAS WM, mhEBa. BREE 7 EReES T EBUER
SCHF, AB AR EBATIXFERILE], B AT A BEFE AR NORHLER . ]

In many ways, this statement echoes earlier ones that link the tenuous quality of funding for

private art museums to the fact funding sources are not diverse.
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Some interviewees expressed envy regarding external mechanisms available to museums
in the West. Yet this envy was also tinged with a sense of hopelessness because they believed
they had a very long way to go toward achieving this benchmark implicitly set by the West. The
representatives from Bund One Art Museum and Inside-Out Art Museum both indicated having
external mechanisms of support, like the West has in place, as key to achieving sustainable
development. The staff member from Bund One Art Museum compared the ideal structure to the
Metropolitan Art Museum (i.e., the “Met”) in the United States in the following terms:

An ideal private art museum should ideally be like a mechanism like the Metropolitan

Museum of Art, which has a strong capital group. If such a mechanism is established, I

believe there will be more and more private art museums. [— /M REEAR 1H,

R UFHUE R 2 E LX), B — D e KB AR n A XA L o7,

HERERARE BN L . ]

The employee from Inside-Out Art Museum placed a similar emphasis on external mechanisms
of support, noting “the ideal art museum would have a healthy foundation operating mechanism,
be sponsored by society, the public and other aspects, and have a longer-term sustainability.”
[ERAEPRERARESE —MEE e ENN, 3. AREZ T, f
B T B AT HF S . ]

In conclusion, it is interesting to note China’s private art museums were born without the same
perfect external mechanism as in the West, and their operational mechanism relies more on
parent companies and investors as mentioned before. Whether Chinese private art museums need
to copy the external mechanism of the West, and how to use the existing foundation and
conditions to continuously improve their own external mechanism are called the new direction of

thinking.

118



Law and Policy. How much money an institution can receive and from whom is
naturally influenced by laws and policies. A number of interviewees referred to the existing
government laws and policies designed to support museums in the long-term as “inadequate,”

2 ¢¢

“too complicated to talk about,” “a big problem,” and with “too many contradictions.” Many of
the interviewees felt the primary problem centered around inadequate laws governing tax
exemption, specifically laws that could benefit these private companies after they invest in them.
It became clear, over the course of the interviews, participants saw underdeveloped laws and
policies as being the crux of the issue of financial sustainability. As the individual from UCCA
shared,

China does not have a policy saying that after your enterprise invests in the art museum,

you can be tax exempted or other benefits. So. there is no incentive for capitalists to

support art museums, and China’s private art museums are completely a monolithic,

naked state. [ EBCA — M UARMML I BT RARIE LU, ARt il BLe A a4
IFALIREEHR AT o FT AU BEA SR A B R SCFRFRARNE, PR RE EARE 4
e DN IRE . ]

Moreover, although majority of interviewees expressed disappointment about the fact
corporations that financially support art museums cannot receive tax exemptions under current
Chinese law, one interviewee said the Chinese legal system has progressed in this regard, and
now art museums are able to accept donations directly from donors. As 3723 Art Museum
elaborated:

In the past, only foundations in China could accept donations, and at the same

time give tax exemptions to corporations that made donations. Most of the

foundations behind the art museums in China were set up to enjoy the tax
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exemption policy. . . . Art museums are now able to accept donations directly, and

give certain tax exemptions to donors, which means that in the future, donations

to art museums will be exactly the same as donations to foundations. I

remembered that this should be a nationwide policy, because it’s issued by the

National Civil Affairs Bureau. [*F [E LART R 3 42 A2 460, [E] i) 45 3]

TR LEFEME ) Aiolk DL — 8 B BB . v B 4 KB AR TE T e 22

TEXRBBOEA FEER NS . IHERARER T EREEZE

MR, JF e TR E R BB, Wl R KAEIE N84 SR T

PRAAER S H ot — A —REH . AR 1, XA RIZR 4 E I B BUE,

NEEE K RBUR A - ]
However, some participants pointed out passing of certain laws and their implementation are two
different things, and it is difficult to put potentially beneficial tax exemption policies into
practice to support private art museums. This also makes it difficult for them to realize financial
sustainability through the establishment of various internal financial mechanisms. As was seen
with participants’ discussion of external mechanisms of support available to museums in the
West, some interviewees’ responses were characterized by envy. Such envy is evident in the
following statement from the staff member from Guangdong Times Museum:

The West has great tax exemptions, this law and policy China doesn’t have, that kind of

tax exemption you can’t get. In fact, contemporary art has never been legalized, nor is

there a formal legislation and policy level. . . . For example, many private art museums

have tried to patronage systems. However, if there is no policy and legal support and

mechanism, sponsorship of private art museums really rely on sentiment? Sentiment can

go how many years? If there is no policy and legal support, sustainable development in
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China is almost impossible. [P 77 HIRGF M B, XMEEEBCRHEEE, I
PGB B BEAR AR EA R . HEAREARAMEA W EENEL, wkA — e
IABERRJZET. . IR 2 R SERTE AR 20 2 B N\ A 2 (2 W R B A T X
FANEE LR SR SLE], BRE AR HEMEFESE NS ? HIaeE 2/ 04E? m
RBEABERANERSCRY, AT RS R R AE [ LT A FTRER . ]
All in all, these conclusions point to the fact internal construction of private art museums and
their financial sustainability cannot be separated from the government’s laws and policies,
especially under a centralized system like China. However, differences in the private museums’
understanding of policies and their complaints about laws and policies show some of the distance
and disconnect between museums and government. How private art museums can deal with the
relationship with the government to discuss laws and policies has also become a new issue.
Control of Culture Ideology. For many of the interviewees, part of the reason laws and
policies of culture that exist today are there is so the government can control cultural ideologies.
As interviewees pointed out, all exhibitions in Chinese art museums need to be approved by the
local Culture and Tourism Bureau and can only be exhibited after approval. There exists a
tension between creative expression of these museums’ curatorial staff and restrictions on artistic
production imposed by the government. The staff member from How Art Museum describes how
this government control limits the kind of subject matter they can present. This individual
reflected, “In the past 2 years, ideological control has been very strict, and exhibitions involving

violence, and political themes are not allowed to pass the censorship.” [“IX P 4 = 1R A& 4%
AEH RS, AR I BOE R R e A BRI A . )
Additionally, several of the museum professionals interviewed believed the control the

government exerts over cultural ideology only increases the sense of uncertainty and insecurity
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members feel regarding sustainability of their respective institutions. This is because once an
exhibition fails to pass the censorship of relevant departments, all previous preparations for that
exhibition will have been in vain, with a substantial amount of labor and financial capital being
wasted. The respondent from Guangdong Times Museum deemed such ideological censorship

“unfriendly regulations” [N A 4f ) i %], and commented on the dilemma museums face with

respect to them:
The stricter the ideological censorship, the more art museums should actually talk about
these marginal works. . . . But the more art museums talk about them, the faster they will
die, it’s a dead end. That’s why many arts museums don’t do local interpretations as a
hedge strategy, for the sake of the sustainability of the museum’s business level. . . .
When importing a foreign exhibition, all the formalities and approvals have already been

passed, and as long as it passes the censorship the art museum can exhibit it, it’s very safe.
[N I # AR, SERIEIL SN % LI X e G . . . EERE
HRYFRL S UL, fRiER— 0. FTUURZ EARTEAR A £ R —
WER SRHE, RN T ERELRERMA TR, o L #EH—ADEAMNE RN,
AFLMEFRIMOLEL T, RE@ES 7 HFEERER T MR, B
4]

The individual from Macalline Art Center provided a concrete example of the fear even
inadvertently violating censorship protocols put in place by the government can bring about,
having said,
In our last solo exhibition of artist Tong Wenmin, there were nudes in her art works, and
she was named by some people who said that our exhibition was vulgar. It’s not clear

where this is going in the future. . . . Although we think we can control it, we still feel
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more uncertainties because of the ideological censorship. [ LXK ZARFK E CHHIN FE,

AR i AR, IR At S — LA A U R AT R AR, . . RR

ARKIER-IZAE M B EE E AR, BARWAE T UIEER, HSmSERES

AR R EERRSEZ, ]

In short, private art museums, as public-oriented cultural institutions, are subject to strict
government censorship of exhibition content. This still touches on the conclusion mentioned
earlier that there seems to be a lack of communication between art museums and the government,
and the government also lacks an understanding of the art production of art museums, which
results in the government’s ideological control bringing unfriendly limitations to the cultural
production of art museums.

Government Support

Having a museum’s content censored would have a great bearing on the government
support available to them. Although it has previously been established private funding remains
the primary source of support for private art museums in China, government support is
nonetheless available to most of these institutions to apply. Half of the respondents interviewed
related private art museums could receive government support, mainly in the form of subsidies
for filing projects and provision of certain other resources. A few interviewees confirmed there
are special funds allocated for local projects, which are provided through the China National Arts
Fund. As the interviewee from Bund One Art Museum pointed out, even if the museum does not
directly benefit from government partnerships in the form of monetary assistance, it may still
incur substantial benefits in more indirect ways. The government can help museums to build a

platform to attract the attention of partners, and as the representative from JinChen YFM Art
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Gallery further shared, receiving the endorsement of the government can serve as a promotional

resource.
Every time we have publicity, some platforms of the Cultural and Tourism Bureau will
help us to publicize together. Our exhibition named youth artist Chen Yifei took
Shanghai 2021 key cultural tourism projects, there was a collective project of publicity,
the government may dozens of media together, and then brought our museum in. Even if
you do not enter government’s key projects, they can also give you some other publicity
resources. [N EKA BEAAERIBAE, SRR —EFE2HERN—EHITEL. &
I ERRR RSN B 2021 R H fOORIH , HA —MEAITH 1 E A%,
BURN AT BE 2 J L K B — i, MRaICIAISERE L. . IR aREcH
BURF B E I H At AT PG AR AR IR — L8 B A% B ]

However, as such forms of government support exist, they remain quite limited and represent a

significant barrier to the sustainable development of private art museums in China. As the

representative from UCCA shared,
The government will favor some other resources, such as bringing various leaders to the
museum, and then some activities of large enterprises will be placed in UCCA to increase
the attention, and these enterprises may bring some business cooperation and business
development opportunities to the museum. . . . The Government must be the icing on the

cake; it won’t give away money in the snow. [IBUf <25 — LRI ) — LL 5 iRt, than

A PP G A BISEARTE, IRJE KA — S35 B 2 AL UCCA Jy T I INSIERE, X

=

AR RE R4 AR KA SRS EEME S RN, . . BUF—ER

bR E, EASTHERMN. ]
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By saying the “government must be the icing on the cake,” this individual argued it is not enough
for the government to simply bring businesses to the table, so to speak. According to this
participant, the government itself must play an active role in facilitating sustainable development.
So, in this way, this commentary echoes previous reflections on the need for greater government
involvement in the form of supportive legislation and policymaking.

The staff member from Bund One Art Museum additionally presented existing
government initiatives as falling short: “The government will have some small declarations for
projects or achievements every year. The amount of money is quite good for us, but it is still far
from supporting the operation of an art museum.” [“BUR &2 F — L /NPER XTI H 58 1%
RHTHAR . AU AR LF I 1, (HR S — AR R iz & RIS 2 HLBCH BR
B 7]

Further complicating matters is the fact not only is the amount of government funding
available to support private art museums limited, but number of institutions vying for such
coveted funds has become increasingly high. A number of interviewees remarked on the fierce
competition for art museums trying to be awarded financial support from the government. The
representative from How Art Museum explained it in the following manner: “The government’s
support funding is very limited, and it’s very difficult to win government funding support now.

There are thousands of organizations that want government support and it’s like finding a needle
in a haystack.” [ “BUM IR SCHF BTG IR A IR, DLAE SRR EUBUM 1) 58 & S Fr R . A BT
FNH AR ZEBUF I3, RBR KD —F. 7 ]

Some respondents, like the one from Macalline Art Center, saw funding as another

mechanism the government could exert control over museum content. Therefore, this participant
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claimed private art museums must balance competing interests—between seeking government

funding and pursuing freedom in the kinds of art they produce. This individual stated,
It is a gray area for contemporary art to apply for the China National Arts Fund.
At that time, the Art Fund of the Ministry of Education told us that if you want
to apply for a project, don’t apply for a project related to contemporary art
because it’s not safe and it’s hard to apply. You can only apply for those very
stable values, things that people think are reliable. So, I think it’s very difficult
to get the money from the government and it will put a lot of restrictions on you.
[AAREARZ HITE BN B E R ZAREE G2 — A R (i iy o 4 [ 2K 3
B EARES FATROME VR R B RS, A E LRSS
R AR X A 24 HARMEFIE o R A BE HE IR LEEH A2 2 By
B, ANFREAFFEERIZRIE, A AR GEAS [ KA HOR RS I H e 2R R
AIRZ IR ]

All in all, these results show the government is also trying to support private art

museums in various ways, but not enough to solve the problem of financial constraints

of art museums. How private art museums can create excellent exhibition contents

under the rules of the game supported by the government and stand out from the fierce
competition has become a new direction of thinking.

Factors of Sustainability in the Internal Environment

For this group of respondents, external circumstances with the government, local community, or
greater social milieu were just one component making sustainability the complex issue they
perceived it to be. For those like the respondent from How Art Museum, in discussions of

sustainability, one needed to not only account for external factors, but internal ones as well: “If

126



private art museums do not have the internal structure and the external environment to work
together, private art museums will all end up in a sense, reduced to supporting the enterprise or
blank rooms.” [“HR RE SEARTE A W ISR AMSMEIA B I SL R SS 0, ROE SERTE Hn
SRR L B ss, WS ESRE TN AR 7 ]

Therefore, as these interview passages suggest, the complexity of sustainability is
derived from multiple sources, and those looking to achieve sustainability within their respective
institutions are seen as not only having to appraise the conditions outside of their organizations,
but the ones internal to them as well. This discussion of the internal factors that museums are
considering in the context of sustainability can be divided into the following five categories: (1)
the “genes” of the private art museums, (2) identity of private non-enterprise social organizations,
(3) limited budget and high operation costs, (4) establishing a self-financing function, and (5) the
socialization of capital. Next, I will introduce these five categories one by one.

“Genes* of Private Art Museums
This notion of a museum’s genes was used by the interviewee from the A4 Museum, and

29 ¢¢

it can be taken to mean something akin to “legacy,” “origin,” or “heritage.” Here is how this
individual used the term: “The art museums’ system, its own mechanism, and its different

cultural context of each city, background and genes of each different art museum actually
determine its development is different.” [“FEARIEEAR G AR, HOKPLE, ©F B
YA FE RIS, A S RN AFSERTE R SN R S HR R E 1 e R A

. 7] Just like a person’s genes distinguish them from others around them, the unique genetic

makeup of each art museum contributes to its institutional identity, internal organizational
culture, and developmental strategy. As other respondents did not necessarily use this phrasing,

this same sentiment that each museum has its own heritage that influences its operations
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resonated throughout multiple interviews. For them, “genes” of an art museums refers to its
special historical context and conditions that allowed for establishment of the museum in the first
place. When asked if “genes” would be an appropriate word to describe the narratives they were
conveying, respondents indicated this terminology was indeed very appropriate in its Chinese
usage.

Parent Company Background and Will of Their Founders. In thinking about where
one gets their genes, a person’s parents may be the first thing that comes to mind. The same may
be said of museums, whose parent company and founders represent a significant factor internal
to the organization influencing its operations and development. As outlined in Chapter 1, most
private art museums in China were initially founded by corporations. Many of the professionals
interviewed indicated these museums also have corporate backgrounds, and it is these parent
companies that help provide a firm financial footing. Moreover, for several interviewees,
museums with parent companies have different corporate backgrounds and primary businesses
each company possesses, which leads them to have different resources, business models, and
financial strengths. Different parent company backgrounds have led private art museums down
different paths. As the individual from JinChen YFM Art Gallery related,

Because our parent group has hotels, commercial offices, villas, and residential properties,

some of our large-scale activities or opening exhibitions can be supported by their hotels,

including provided us with resource support. In short, our parent group can give us a lot

of support in addition to financial support. [[F AT G EBE FAW)E. Bl A.

BT ALl A KT S FF R, A T D I

PAT ke 8R, QAR I, S LG RISERER T3 &2 IMRZ HAl

HISCHF. ]
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Interviewee from Bund One Art Museum, which specializes in Western art exhibitions and has a
bookstore, explained how commercial activities of their parent company propped up those of the
museum’s:
Behind us is a company that has been doing Western art exhibitions for 12 years and
under the name of Shanghai Tianxie Culture. And we did the first Picasso exhibition at
the China Art Palace in 2011, and we were the first company to introduce Western art
exhibitions to China. Later on, we founded the museum together with Shanghai Xinhua
Publishing Group, and we are the major investor. Actually, we are 80% and Xinhua is
20%. . . . But Xinhua gives us more resources, for example in the bookstore. [FA 175 J5
e M T 12 AR, JFR— B LR SO R A4 SO B . 2011 SR i
s — M, RATEIARENEMRER, s2RAM . FATRE R E T
VI I EARRE S S BRI E K — K AR JaRIA TR B e AT R B e 1
FARTE, BABERKITT T HEIATE A T 80%, Hiert i1 20%. ... (HE
Mg TRANTEZ M — R, FlnsefE L. ]
Just as a child may be said to depend on a parent, these museums are largely dependent on their
parent companies, with museums’ following whatever trajectory the parent company is on. And
when the parent company changes course, so too does the museum. This was the case for UCCA,
as the professional from there elaborated:
UCCA has connections with parent companies’ commercial businesses and investments.
So, it started to cooperate with real estate, and in 2018, it started to appear the UCCA
Dune Art Museum, and then UCCA Edge in Shanghai in 2021. Then UCCA Lab

appeared, which is the commercial section of UCCA. Then it started to have to business

constantly, brand to brand cooperation and art cobranding. There’s also some branded
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arts entrepreneurship, arts services, which is a more applied type of business. [UCCA 4=
AR E CHAMR R % IERE, 5EHORZERDNLSERS . LT iR ™ &1F, 7
2018 SFIFIR L T UCCA ¥ EE3RARIH, #RJF 2021 4F ERISEARIE . SRR HIELT
UCCA lab /& UCCA MM ER . SRJETHIA AW to b (V55 f R i
fe, EREES. BH R ZEROM. SRS, XK R
%o ]
But the museum is not only tied to companies that own them; they are also answerable to
individuals at the helm of those companies. Over the course of the interviews, it became clear the
support the museums received is often closely tied to particular individuals in companies, who
have their own set of reasons for establishing museums in the first place. Participants mentioned
the reasons founders from these parent companies started an art museum are also part of its
genetic makeup, identity, and organizational ethos, and added these different reasons have made
the art museums develop in different directions. The interviewee from Macalline Art Center
touched on this, having said,
Founders come from the private company sector, and they may have decided to do an art

organization like that for a variety of reasons, such as a family tradition of collecting or

the love of art, and a variety of other reasons. [{R 2 N 2K H TAE LA, fhn]
Rt T & MRE, el K EA WOBIE SialE 3 CE ERES P &L RE,
B8 AR ) — D 2R . ]

Participant from A4 Art Museum added to this discussion of how the founders’ reasons for

starting a museum—its “origin story”—can influence its genetic makeup. Their museum was

130



seen by their current parent company as an investment, and so the notion of art as a business
strategy is in its very genes:
The art museum, in a sense, as a very important kind of community construction of
spiritual culture, it must be a very important element. . . The art museum is a strategy.
That is to say culture in this place which is very important. We all want to make the city

more resilient, diverse, and vibrant. Then the active role of culture in the middle is what

we are exploring in both directions. [ZEARTE MIERIE X ERUL, EAE RS TR

WEE N MO EA R R, B R MREENE. SRR .

e Ui A AEIX AN X e AR B AT Bk i A B s, 2o

YA J7 o B2 STACAE P TR AR AR P A 2 FA TR AR R N 2 . ]
This suggests private art museums in China can be vulnerable to the whims of individuals,
inferably more so than publicly held museums. For example, it was clear certain individuals had
noticeable sway over the museums, but it was not always the founder or representatives of the
parent company. As the staff member from Bund One Art Museum stated, “Our art museum is
still dominated by the personal sentiments of the director, like our team is less than 20 people in
total. Everyone is sentiment-oriented and aims for art education.” [“FA1ZE ARIEIE 2 ITE KA
ANHIEWAE, BIROTEBA R —3L 20 M AEHAR. KEXHAGZ LG E, UZRHEH
A HFR. ] In this case, it is the museum’s director, and not founder or owner, per se, who
directs which way the museum will go, and whether that will be toward or away from
sustainability.

And it is also the case as the leader of a supporting company changes, this can have

significant implications for the underlying sustainability of the museum it is connected to. As the

individual from Macalline Art Center pointed out:
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Art museums and business leaders are highly correlated. This is also an interesting
phenomenon of contemporary private art museums in China, which means that a change
in leadership may also have a direct impact, unless it is a family business. Problems with
the leader of a company can led to changes in the art organization. [ 3 AR 1E Fl1 b )45
FHERGEGEMRN . X E AR E ARG MR BRIPILR, e v
TR Re S EHEAA R, FRAERFIEM. — LA T3 1 in) A 2 R ECZARNL
AR ]
Participant from Rockbund Art Museum highlighted the need for further clarification on the
purpose of museums, outside of the meaning they hold for their founders. This participant said,
“For why do you want to make an art museum, what kind of role can an art museum play in
society beyond the significance it has for the individual founder? We haven’t really thought
about this piece enough.” [“Xf T T4 ZM—NRARLE, FARIEXTRIHEFENS AN B X Z
Gb, ERBMER 2 ERIEA ARERIAE T ? AT X — RSB B I L . 7]
Whereas the interviewee from Guangdong Times Art Museum suggested it is museum
staff who should also ask such questions of themselves, for the representative from Guangdong

Times Museum, it is the founders of the parent company who should reflect on their intentions

for founding the art museum. They explained,
Running an art museum is really about staying true to your cultural mission and being

willing to promote the arts. If you want to do something for art, then you can do an art

museum. But if you want to do something with art, you just do a cultural company. [/;3%
ARIEEM R E RSO, BRI ZARKRE. RuREAZAR M4,
AR MHSEARLE o ABURARARR FH ZEARMAT A, A S A F AT ]
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But, being tied to a wealthy founder or parent company is not universally viewed as negative. As
the individual from Rockbund Art Museum reminded,
Financial support from the founders and our organizers is very important. After all, a lot
of things can’t be done if no one comes to pay for the museum. Or if you must just be
under the pressure to generate income, a lot of things will also be distorted. [£!]45 N FN1F;
T I B R AR N R R A NRNEARE LR, REHE
TERAA T B Y WRAR — & EERZ MO IE I, RERGHEE
o ]
In short, the genes of Chinese private art museums are mainly determined by the background of
the parent company and founder, and how to use strengths in the genes and avoid weaknesses in
the genes is a question for art museums to think about. The conclusion also points out good
genes mainly mean a good parent company will continuously support the development of the art
museum. In addition to coping with the changes in the external society, private art museums
today need to have the ability to recognize good or bad genes, rather than blindly choosing to
start up.
Identity of Private Non-enterprise Social Organizations
One’s genetic makeup may contribute greatly to their identity, and this is also true of
museums. As discussions of institutional identity were alluded to in the earlier section on
museum positioning, this section examines institutional identity as an internal factor affecting
Chinese private art museums’ sustainable development in greater depth. For private art museums
in China, another key source of their identity comes from their status as nonenterprise social

organizations.
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As outlined in Chapter 1, private art museums in China can obtain the status of a private
nonenterprise social organizations after they have been certified by the Civil Affairs Bureau and
Culture and Tourism Bureau. This means these museums no longer exist as a corporate entity
and are not allowed to make a profit and invest dividends, but rather adopt the standards of a
social organization to guide the behavior of their organization’s leadership. Many private art
museums described achieving this recognition and classification as central to their identity as a
private art museum looking toward long-term sustainability. In fact, the individual from
Rockbund Art Museum described receiving this designation as identity-affirming, or a form of
“self-affirmation,” as they put it:

We successfully applied to become a private nonprofit organization in 2019. The landing

of this status is a self-affirmation of great significance, both for the long-term

development of the gallery and for the direction of the team’s work. In the long run, one

can expect a private nonprofit organization to be more stable and sustainable than a

company. . . The art museum as a nonprofit organization, its legal status is very important.

Registered as a private nonenterprise social organization, in addition to the economic

interests of a consideration, what’s more important is that we know what the museum is
for. [ FALE 2019 FE AT HTE O RIME I ARE RN . X — S v, o
WRNRARE R A JE, 2 BN TAE R T8, A2 B R S H AN
MKIERE, KREA DI DN RENAFE R R A e, HrFFEL. ..
FARMEAF N —DNAER AP, SRR AR AR EE R EM BRI A4
SN, BT abr R a5 A5 R R AR RATE CRIE R AR Y 1A
AEMN . ]
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Along these same lines, achieving such a status became an important method of constructing the
museum’s identity. For instance, the representative from JinChen YFM Art Gallery, which
registered as a private nonenterprise social organization in 2021, described wanting their identity
to be characterized by greater formality. The designation granted through the Bureau is what
allowed them to fashion such an identity for themselves. This staff member said,
We went to become a private nonenterprise social organization because we wanted to be
more formalized, one is that the art museum will be under the coordinated management
of the District Culture and Tourism Bureau and the Municipal Culture and Tourism
Bureau, who can give the art museum more official and formalized guidance, and at the
same time, they will also give the publicity resources and other resources in the district to
the art museum. [FA1 5 BOAIER R FEARIE L 2 A B RE M HIER — 1L, — N2
FERESEXORRMTOR RN AFEE BT, MATRES 45 2 ARIE LR 77 FIER
B3, (A ARA Tl B A B UERT X B At B 25 B R R TE . ]
Although private art museums can now obtain the identity of a private nonenterprise social
organization by following certain government protocols, interviewees in this study pointed out in
China’s private art museum sector, some art museums are registered as private nonenterprises,
whereas others are registered as private cultural enterprises. This has led to confusion among the
public, which lacks a clear understanding of the museums’ role and purpose. Even though
Guangdong Times Museum has embedded its status as a private non-enterprise social
organization in its identity for many years, its representative stated that confusion remains:
From the time the private art museums registered as a private nonprofit organization, it
was meant to be a public welfare organization, and this is the first step for private art

museums. . . . But sometimes the question of the identity of the museums disturbs the
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public perception because galleries and art museums are different. And in the past, we

were often asked if our art museums sell paintings. [ ARTE MIEM R IEN TG, ©
LA DN A AL X MR FEARIESZERE . . B RESEARTE &
(R IA) AL T AARIIEL, BRUOYEJERFISERTE R AE . 1 RaHaf/ AR A1EAR

TSz ?

Here, the source of confusion is not with respect to the museum’s official designation, but being

conflated with commercial art galleries.

Outside of being confused with art galleries, other challenges lie in the difficulty of

acquiring the identity as a private nonenterprise social organization. The representative from

Macalline Art Center described such difficulties in the following:

Applying private nonprofit organizations is very strict, and related government
department uses various ways to prevent you from setting up this organization. For
example, when our colleagues go to relevant department, they said that the nonenterprise
organization must be surrounded by how many kilometers there are no other private
nonprofit organizations. But we are in the 798 Art District, and there are several private
nonenterprise organizations next to us. The department said that there is no way to apply,
and government department would use all sorts of methods to let you apply, so it’s very
difficult. [[RIPHIARRAPUG R RE™, & & F 7 KA EVRROLX A LA
P JATF S L8, A SCER T = U AR R A UL 0 250 [ 22 20 23 B HA R 0 AR
BANAIVRA T LA . ATRATAE 798 ZRIX, AT ILAE = TR ERFIHA .
A RERT VR UOBAR R IS HYE, OB SRR AR, A MR . ]

136



According to the participants, further adding to such difficulties is a lack of government
impartiality. A small number of interviewees characterized the government as unfair in its
methods of controlling, supervising, or supporting private art museums, even claiming they
discriminate against museums according to their legal status. They believe such discrimination
holds profound implications for museums’ prospects of sustainability. For example, as the
individual from 3723 Art Museum related,
If the government gives support funds to a private nonenterprise social organization, it is
reasonable. But if the government supports an art museum limited company, this is
problematic. This is because it is difficult for us to define whether, after the government
has supported them, they use the money for the art museums or pay dividends to the
company shareholders. . .There is a big problem with our government departments. Have
they ever thought of treating these private art museums differently when they fulfill the
law to control, supervise, or support them? So, there is actually an inequity inside, an
unfairness of competition. When there is inequity in the competition of market behaviors,

it will hinder the development of an art museum and the whole industry in the end. [#1%
BUFFERREEE S48 IR B AN, XA HnRBUT R — K ERTEE R
NHE], KSR W B ERAVEME S e BURR R EATE, e T3
ARVEIE LIRS 2L. . FRATRBUR ST A EIR R IR R, 7R B AT VAN X 8 R 5
ARIEHATE . WA SCE PR, A EA R X2 B A B S — R
NV, THFRIANT BT NRESAAEEAN LT IEL T, REHSRZER
IR, BRAFHR XTI R R

In short, being granted the designation of a nonprivate social enterprise does several things for

private art museums, according to participants. For one, the designation provides access to
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material resources in the form of government funding and support. For another, the designation
helps to construct a favorable identity for these institutions in the face of both their external
audiences and community members, but also internally, among the staff as well. In turn,
acquiring this identity may work toward increasing their visibility in the public sphere, which has
also been presented by the participants as a key concern for sustainability.
Limited Budget and High Operation Costs

Another internal source of pressure the organizations faced in trying to work toward
sustainability is with respect to a limited budget and high operating costs. Almost all of the
interviewees cited this barrier as an obstacle to the private art museum sector in China. As Bund
One Art Museum elaborated, “Our costs are high, the works are all originals, imported from

abroad, so the whole cost of transportation, insurance, exhibition display operation and
maintenance of the exhibition is quite high.” [“FRATHI AR &, TEMESZJRIE, MESMED
ok, PrCLUESE RIS PRI VSR AIIE E 4 B AR A = . ]

In addition to the costs associated with the exhibition content and display, other
interviewees described how high costs impacted staffing. The representative from UCCA, for
example, said this is the reason they cannot employ a curator: “Many museums feel that they
don’t need to curate content, and that it is too expensive to employ a curator.” [“/R 2 J& AR1E
N BRIEIR A AT ERRE, mHEFE DR ARTERA K. 7.

Concerns for a limited budget and high operating costs were likewise expressed by the
representative from Rockbund Art Museum, who shared,

Now we are actually quite tight financially. It is quite difficult for us to add an additional

employee. . . . There’s also a situation where you’re under all kinds of pressure to maybe

change the direction of your operation, to change your content. [BL7EFA IS bR _F M 5%

138



PR R R A, URERI— A R TREAER). . . IS DR AR & A

EHZ T, W RESRIREER T, BSURIRENE. ]

Here, this individual explicitly stated the relationship among staffing abilities and development
strategy by saying financial pressure can force a museum to “change the direction of your
operation.”

Staffing shortages amid financial distress was a theme that pervaded several of the
interviews, showing up again in the interview with the professional from A4 Art Museum. This
individual reflected without a particularly high budget,

We are always short of manpower overall, so that means there are still a lot of colleagues

who are juggling a lot of work. . . . There were a lot of other things that A4 art museum

wanted to do before, and then we realized that we couldn’t do a lot of things because of
the budget. For example, you want to do some big internationally introduced exhibitions
and you want to do many kinds of projects that can evoke audience excitement. [/

RGN REA R, FTB e R SR Z R BR 2 1 TAE. .. 5k A4k

AIRZEMAIFILE), Ja R KIURZ EROITEMA T IREM— L2 E PR 51 21K

R, ARE B T DA A A SRR . 1.

Interpreting this comment in the context of previous discussions on public perceptions of private
art museums in China, it becomes clear the participants saw their museums in a Catch-22
situation. On one hand, museums need to change audience perceptions—to get them excited
about museum content, as this individual said—through international or large-scale projects and
exhibitions. On the other hand, this endeavor requires a budget that is beyond their reach.

The staff member from How Art Museum broke down the museums’ operating costs into

very concrete figures, having said,
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Not only the How Art Museum, but all art museums are facing financial pressure. Like
our art museum in Shanghai, we invested 35 million RMB ($5 million) in the previous
year, and it costs 100,000 RMB ($15,000) a day to open the door. [MXZRFEARIE, Fr
ARG FEmIE Sk . BN EEKARSARME, 2Tl —FHRA T
3,500 73, PR—RIFADTTAE 10 JTHERA A . ]
Because of the financial pressures most of these museums are facing, a number of interviewees
expressed a keen desire for adequate financial support, even coming from unlikely sources. As
earlier interviews have problematized private ownership of art museums in terms of the control
they exert over content and organizational development, in the context of strong financial
backing, the individual from How Art Museum spoke positively about what a well-established
parent company can do:
It’s ideal for art museums to have the financial backing of big corporations. For example,
our art museum merged with Alibaba later, Alibaba Group invested money, we are
responsible for the content, and they are responsible for the funding, that’s ideal. . . Only

with strong financial input can you make good exhibitions, otherwise everyone is inching
forward. [SEARTEA KAL) BE 4 32 A0 BRI . LhanIRATTSEARTE J Ty R Py HL 2
EE 7, FHEEEER R, FAINTT AT AT 56, IRl S AR K.
RA MK, IRA BT R, ARRFH T AT, ]

As these interviewees pointed out, the financial health of the individual museum greatly
influences the nature and quality of the content they can put out, and thereby impacts
development in the long-term. Without engaging content regularly drawing in audiences,
sustainability may not be achievable. The same might be said of how limited budgets and high

operating costs impact staffing. Without sufficient staff, quality of museum content is likely to
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suffer, as are their prospects of sustainability. One important point of consideration addressed by
these interviewees is the potential trade-offs of private ownership. Earlier in this chapter,
interviewees described the pitfalls of private ownership in terms of the control founders and
owners exert over the museum direction. But upside of such ownership, as some of these
respondents note, is secure financial status if the parent company’s financial position is stable.
Museums’ financial status can thus be seen as exerting a great influence on museums’ path
toward development, which may or may not include orienting their practices toward
marketization.

One solution to high operating costs and limited budgets mentioned may come in the
form of advance budget planning. Interviewees reported advanced budget planning is a necessary
undertaking for every museum at the operational and decision-making levels. Almost all
participants disclosed conducting advanced budget planning to maintain financial sustainability
through proper allocation and use of funding. The representative from Inside-Out Art Museum
summarized the importance of advance budget planning to sustainability, stating, “Art museums
need to do sound long-term and short-term budget planning, which is important for
sustainability.” [“S& AR TH 75 ZAULT & B A S5 R B TR AR, 10 AT RRSE A e IR

EEE‘O ”]

Similarly, the representative from 3723 Art Museum elaborated on the importance of
budget planning by sharing their own experiences with it:

First of all, we do budget management. Normally, we manage the budget of the museum

at the beginning of each year. How much fixed costs are needed for the whole year? How

much does the staff salary need? How much does the exhibition cost for the whole year?

We also do a yearly plan for exhibitions. How many exhibitions are we going to do in a
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year, how about the scale of the exhibition, how much is our exhibition budget going to
be in a year roughly? [ e AT MITEEH . —RIGH T, RAOSEFEEYH
XPEEAN AR PR B . RFENFEERATELD? N TEHTFEZD? &
FRREHRMFHREZD? RS —MERER TR AT —FZ LA,
FERUBL R b, JRATT— I R W T R 2 /07 ]

These comments help further clarify what sustainability for museums looks like and how
museums might achieve it. Consistent with what has been presented in the following sections,
sustainability may be seen as predicated on two things: establishing a self-financing function and
socialization of capital.
Establishing a Self-financing Function
Another solution to challenges imposed by high operating costs and limited budget comes
in the form self-financing, which is viewed as a means for becoming more independent amid the
tumultuous and unpredictable economy. The representative from UCCA shared,
Now basically the museums are going to have a mechanism for generating revenue.
There will be some Key Performance Indicators (KPI), which means that we have to be
self-financing. It won’t say how much money the museum can make, but at least it should
be able to support itself, which is a basic demand. Our art museums have to have a self-

supporting function now, instead of waiting for someone else to give us money. [FL7E ]
TEEA FEARIEES BN, &F R KPIN, STEARHAT. A
SUALRERTEMZ D, HEWEDERHOHEAD, XMRMEEAFR. &
MIEAREIMAEZA — D HRE M ThaE, AR WEEMAG . ]
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As this comment indicates, pursuing self-financing measures presents museums as taking
initiative to promote their own sustainability, rather than waiting for “someone else” to grant it to
them. This interviewee’s reflections can be taken as advice for museums to look inwards in
attempting to foster sustainability.

The participant from Rockbund Art Museum added self-financing is more than just profit
generation, saying, “Now our organizers have a profit requirement for us, and we don’t call it
profit generation. Anyway, that piece of the requirement is a little bit more stringent than it used
to be.” [ “BAAEIRATHI E 0I5 X EAREA BA R ER, WAMEF . RIEX —HREKR
PR 2™ — e 7]

Regardless of whether it is a requirement from the museum’s parent company or
museums themselves wanting to relieve their own financial pressures, half of the interviewees
claimed to be actively exploring more diversified ways of generating revenue. In addition to
common self-financing methods, such as admission fees, memberships, and gift store revenues,
participants also tried art-meets—commerce, sponsorship, and touring exhibition approaches to
self-financing. The individual from How Art Museum mentioned they had tried various ways to
be self-sufficient in terms of financing, stating,

The offline gift shops we invested in lost more than RMB 20 million [$2.7 million]. Then

we switched to online to support digital, online auction, online software selling, IP

licensing, group exhibition plan. . . We are now thinking of all the ways, as long as the art
is related to business. Including some of the collections of our museum, it would be good

if you rent them out. The focus is on all kinds of ways whether it is sales or other

methods. [FATTHFARIZ FATA MG 2000 25540, Jak N4k b, & bk, 4

EARERR SR, B REREIERL, SCRFECTAL. BT DA R AT S B A AR AR R
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DI, REREARBE AR ARG S —E S G ARV, M

R A RUE &M, AE RS R T kR HAb g A . ]
Likewise, the staff member from Bund One Art Museum shared the methods of self-financing
their museum had explored, detailing the promise of touring exhibitions in particular:

There is also a sustainable method, we can make this exhibition a touring

exhibition. As we said before, on the one hand, we can increase revenue and

reduce expenditure. The touring exhibition can at least spread a little bit of the

cost. . . Including that we now have a title sponsor, and the Bright Food Group is

our largest annual title sponsor. Secondly, for each exhibition, for example, this

exhibition is from Italy, so the Italian brand Delonghi sponsored our exhibition.

&R —ANFTRFEER T, FATA DB MO8 e . JRATRTT 3 1 — 7 i

RIS, 8 2D A AFE A B AT Ly — Ul . BRI A i 44

BeBh, SGHAR R BRATH SR LR A2 B BT . ke TR R,

B I AR I K ok BRI, B A R B ot R /S X el B B 1

FATHFE S ]
However, half of the museums represented by this study’s participant pool reported actively
attempting different ways of becoming self-sustaining, but some interviewees questioned the
effects self-financing had on long-term sustainable development. To be more specific, one
participant criticized the concept of self-financing as contradictory to museums’ status as
nonprofit organizations. Furthermore, a number of interviewees pointed out museums and their
staff need to first obtain a clear understanding of the concept of self-financing as the individual
from Macalline Art Center saw it, not so much an organizational goal as it is an ability. This

individual stated,
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I think the direction of exploration is not simply self-financing, we’re not trying to make
a lot of money by art museums. We’re talking about that we need to continue to enhance
our self-financing ability, so that if there is a problem in the real economy, for example, a
problem in the parent company. Can we still hold on or what, have such a safe base and
so on. [JIEAFRR T FIAE G M, AT REEERAEIFR LR, MRUWK
I E RS R B PG MEE Sy, AR — BSAR Fr I, beanBR2 w) W B
BT, FATH CRARMKRBEWIE T LBUEAR, AR Dl RES

Fo ]

The staff member from Macalline Art Center continued to expressed similar reservations

regarding self-financing when they remarked,
It would be best if it could have some self-financing ability, but we still have to return to
the context of a nonprofit organization to pursue this possibility. . . . It is a relatively false
concept to require art museums to make money. I think if you ask a nonprofit
organization to start making money, it will become something else. [ IR EEH —LL 5K
i ML AE 1R A2 B i ), ABIRATTIE R B B — N AR AN TR B 2, TR AT
REME. .. EOREARTE LML — By e iSRS R ER — AR A
DURTFIG 26, EH DB 2R — MR T ]

Some of the interviewees took a more qualified stance, opting not to completely renounce or

support self-financing, but clarifying it should be pursued with clear boundaries in mind. If such

boundaries are not established or respected, it could, according to them, have an adverse effect

on art production and long-term sustainable development. One such example is private art

museums renting out art museum space to obtain additional income, a practice with the capacity
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to negatively affect development. The interviewee from How Art Museum cautioned against this
approach: “If the art museum rents out space at will, there will be no content. Then there will be
all kinds of exhibitions, and it will be a mess. But the art museum needs content.” [“3& A TE Ui
B AN A B R A WA T BT A R EEE 1, BB/ R (HEARIER
TN

In sum, the findings demonstrated self-financing can alleviate financial pressures or risks
to a certain extent, but interviewees were not optimistic about its role in long-term sustainable
development. They cautioned against its overuse, or its use without firm boundaries in place, as
it may have a negative impact on art production.
Socialization of Capital

Outside of self-financing, art museum professionals indicated a desire to foster
socialization of capital as a way to encourage financial sustainability. The individual from
Guangdong Times Museum explained the concept of socialization of capital in the following
way:

There must be a model, socialization of public capital or funds, and it becomes a

pure fund. Only this can truly solve the sustainable development problem. . . It is

best to use public funds to support art museums. In other words, you do not use

part of the money to run the art museum, but use the money to build a public

foundation, and use the income from the foundation to maintain the operation of

the art museum. This is much more stable. [EH R, ETANHLEE T4
NI, AR AR — N, XA BN T SRR BT T R AT e SR Y

e fdf A SRR e s AR B GRS AR . AT BAR A
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EH R UOCRIE E RARTE TR E &, SRRk 4E S R TH
HEIEE XA ERE 7. ]
The participant from Rockbund Art Museum agreed, stating, “When we talk about the

sustainable development of art museums, I think opening up funds and capital to the society is
also a step that should be taken.” [“=4 KA TR 236 ARLE I AT FREE K I, R HE TR &
AL AR [ A S TR M AZ EE ) — 20 . 7]

As outlined in Chapter 2, foundations are a common way of socializing capital in the
West, as foundations provide long-term financial sustainability for art museums. However, as
interviewees indicated, this is not the case in China. As the participant from 3723 Art Museum
shared, “There are very few art museums in China that can use foundations as their source of
survival, very small number.” [“H [E BLFEIR D L ARTE R H 2 &2 RAE N E AR, L
TR WMD)

To illustrate how atypical it is for a Chinese private art museum to be financially
supported through a foundation, of the 10 museums represented in this study, only one had a
foundation funding it. This museum, Inside-Out Art Museum, is primarily funded by the Middle
Art Foundation and has greatly benefited from its relationship to the foundation, especially
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The interviewee from Inside-Out Art Museum commented on
how this form of supported ensures organizational sustainability during such times of crisis:

Luckily, we had the support of the Intermediate Arts Foundation which made us

to avoid the pressure self-financing during the COVID-19. . . . The sustainable

development of Inside-Out Art Museum is supported by the long-term and stable

support from the Middle Art Foundation. This support guarantees that the

museum can devote all its energies to academic research, exhibition preparation,
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art publishing, academic activities, to maintain the museum’s professionalism and

academic independence. [ 2 FRATA FIA ZARFE G2 SR, 15 RAERK

PR S TG G e s . . RSEARER RS R, AHEKRE T

Hh )k B 2 ARSI RS E O SCHF o IX M SCHRr IR IR 1 S AR TR AT LUK BT G 7740

BNTHZARTE . RWHES. SRER. PARTESE TS, DLAERE T

R ALY NV C
Given that foundations such as this one are supporting these museums, and thus providing them
with greater chances of long-term sustainable development, many other interviewees expressed
their plans and hope to establish a foundation in the future. As the individual from Rockbund Art
Museum related, “We are considering the foundation plan, and I think this may be an option in
the future. In the long run, the foundation should be an unavoidable way to continue the
process.” [“TATEF [ERESX —H TR, WEHBAKXAITRXSE—MET. K
WIRE B, GRS NIZRE MR GSRE PR 7]

However, a number of interviewees explained the reason there are not many foundations
backing art museums in China, is due to a lack of social capital derived from an awareness of art
museums and their philanthropic endeavors. As the participant from Guangdong Times Museum
shared, “Awareness is the biggest challenge. Many people don’t think art museums are public

N

welfare, and this may not necessarily have to do with the amount of money.” [ 1R & f¢ K Hk

|

o IREZAARAERIER AN, XMREZEDIEA—EFK. 7]
Along these same lines, the participant from How Art Museum pointed out a lack of

financial capital provided by foundations really stems from a lack of social capital: “Because of

the foundation, it still needs people’s recognition of the art museum industry so that there will be
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more foundations to support the art museum.” [“[F A% 42 TG, RILSLIE 2 TR B R FE R %
ARIEIZAMTA AT A B2 2 JRU R SCRE AR TE™] According to this individual,
social capital, achieved through the public’s acknowledgment of the value of private art
museums, is a requisite for the foundation—and by extension, the museum—to thrive.
But even with public support, establishing a foundation can be a complicated and arduous
task, as the staff member from Macalline Art Center further elaborated:
We have always wanted to set up our own foundation, but now it is very difficult to apply
for a foundation in China. If you were to apply for a foundation 10 or 15 years ago, it
would have been very easy, the registered capital would have been lower, and even the
government would have encouraged you to do it. But now it’s completely the other way
around, the government has strict regulations for social organizations, and it has a high
level of distrust, so it’s very difficult. We’ve been waiting in line for years to apply for a
foundation, but we couldn’t get one. Moreover, the registered capital is very high. In
Beijing, you have to have at least 8 million dollars before you can apply for a foundation,

and you have to have $8 million every year, and you have to make up for the money you
spend. [FAT—EHAEROLH OS2, (HIMAEENPIEEeSIEEAE. WRIRZ
£ 10 AEFTEEE 15 R PiIFRES2IER AN, BiEh et Bl HEE
I B R S AR AN A o AR IAE 58 202 SO SR IF),  BUR T H U 5T L
R P I B A S AMEAE, FrL AR WA RATHE S HRAHE 717
JUFEHEHEA B T e &dkw m, b IE 20 254 800 34 Al LLHIE HE 4

2, IFHRBFLIAHA 800 73, VRIEH M B IRIL EA L. ]
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In sum, this section explored alternative or supplementary sources of income that would allow
Chinese private art museums to achieve financial stability, which would then allow them to
achieve institutional sustainability. Both self-financing options and establishment of foundations
built on public capital would provide these museums with a degree of independence and self-
sufficiency, allowing them to withstand economic downturns and social turmoil. The next
section continues these examinations of self-financing but describes how it is influenced by
marketization of the art sector as a whole.
Marketization of the Art Industry

Emergence of commercial galleries, art fairs, and art auctions has caused the art industry
to continue to move in the direction of marketization, which has brought a number of changes for
private art museums. Several interviewees expressed their feelings about this change in the art
industry, with most, like the representative from UCCA, adopting a critical tone: “The art
industry is becoming increasingly commercialized. The underlying logic that supports art may be
artists and curators in the past, it is still an academic thing, but now it is highly commercialized.”
[ “EARTAAFHORBENMAL 7o SCHEZRIIRZEZ L LRt 2 ZRFHEEN,
B — N EARPARN, HENACEEERAL T 7] To examine how this
marketization trend impacts individual private art museums in China, this section will explore
the phenomenon of marketization in greater depth, analyzing (a) penetration of marketization
into the art industry, and (b) impact of marketization on art museums.
Penetration of Marketization Into Private Art Museums

Marketization of the art industry has not only occurred in commercial galleries, art fairs,
and art auction sectors, but has also permeated private art museums themselves. Some

interviewees pointed out the investment of private capital in art museums in China’s history has
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led to a gradual “hollowing out” of the institutions’ intellectual and cultural capital. In describing
this trend, interviewees used terms like “bubble” and “boom,” the latter of which was used
earlier by interviewees to indicate their skepticism that museums could achieve sustainability in
the short-term. Here, though, “bust” is attributed to a lack of art production to match such a
boom. In fact, the representative from A4 Art Museum used this exacting wording of a
construction “boom” in the private art museum sector, saying,
There are a lot of brain fever phenomena here, and they are actually untrue. In one word
these parent companies have no better investment. Just like the previous historical stage of
Japanese art museum boom. Urban movement of big renovation and construction has
brought about the hollowing out of many future art museums. This hollowing out has

already happened once during COVID-19. A large number of art museums can’t produce
content, and no one goes there. [IX AR Z —MiFHAMI G, HIRAESLN. f#

PR 2 I B SE A I BT o LR 2 BT H AR SR F] (10 177 52 R B —#, KRB K

4

HIIX A R E IR T B B T R AR KRR Z ZARER 0. XA 0k, (R
e BRE—IR T . RERFEAREEATAR, WAL ]
As these comments suggest, participants viewed long-term sustainability of private art museums
as dependent on the quality of these museums’ content production. A similar sentiment was
expressed by the representative from How Art Museum, who said,
There seem to be a lot of private art museums in China. For example, there were 57
museums when we first started, and now there are about 100. But many founders just

want to have a private art museum or art space in the community for supporting their

purposes. It’s empty space and no content. [FH E R EFERIEE L EFREZXK, L
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BATRITF LGB A 57 5, BUFER 100 KK . HEARZ A#ZNTEE, 155

X B E P RAREEE 2T, EHETHERENE. ]

With statements like “It’s empty space and no content,” the staff member from How Art
Museum emphasizes, many of the museums referenced are conceptually hollow.

Even though marketization was thus construed as undesirable, for others, it was portrayed
necessary to museums’ survival, and also the choice of many museums themselves. This was the
view adopted by the staff member from Inside-Out Art Museum, who stated,

In recent years, to survive, a large number of art museums and institutions have chosen to

cooperate with touring exhibitions, implement existing exhibitions, cooperate with the

internet economy, and transfer their academic rights and physical space to galleries and
capital, forming a phenomenon of art market guidance and impact on artistic practice. [1T

JUFERRER” G R4S, KREFRAREFN GRS, & O A Y, M

LERE Ay o (BRSO 2 N A E 7B ol T A = T 7 N A A - N

5l F . il ZAREREAIMR . ]

It became clear as interviews proceeded that private art museums, under pressure to survive,
have adjusted their mode of operation and developmental strategy to gravitate toward a market-
oriented model. The staff member from Guangdong Times Museum summarized the issue in the

following way: “In fact, private art museums have been having a hard time in the past few years.

To survive, many private art museums may find different ways of operating, and they may be
more market oriented.” [*“[F A JLAFEH 82 OB AR TEIE A2 LU BORAMERT, 1R 2 1 RE B ARTHE

HION TN E, AREaRZHARRNZE R8T, e EmETiimit. ]

152



As these interviews show, trend toward marketization may be a requisite for long-term
sustainability. For these participants, the issue with marketization arises when it comes at the
expense of the quality of museum programs. But adopting a market-oriented business model may
be accompanied by other drawbacks, as interviewees were quick to point out. Other
disadvantages of marketization are further explored in this section and are grouped into the
following two points: (a) market-oriented operation fosters shallow cultural consumption, and (b)
it induces museums to set high admission fees for their exhibits.

Market-Oriented Operations and Shallow Cultural Consumption

One of the new changes in exhibition structure marketization has led to is a pop-up-style
exhibition. The staff member from UCCA pointed out their museum has adopted this exhibition
style, believing it to be more compatible with marketization being practiced by the local business
community:

The art museum has more and more additional businesses, which means that the parts

outside the art museum are growing bigger and bigger. In the past few years, we also

tried to do the exhibitions for consumer-oriented to attract more consumers, which is
called pop-up exhibitions. The first exhibition at that time had a small branch space
named U2 in Beijing’s Chaoyang Joy City, which relied on audiences to buy tickets. The

first exhibition of U2 at that time was an exhibition of Alice, which cooperated with a

super cultural IP with a history of 160 years. U2 was closer to the local business

community, and had more modes of realization, more market-oriented operations. [3& A
THE R STk 2 1, 55 T ARTEZ AN AR AR 1. fi LR IS
FAXE to ¢ B MO LE I il f i B R AR Yo 55— e W 4 I AE B BT A s FH R

T AN u2, e AR I . U2 I I RS R b
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FE R 160 417 B SCAE TP A ERT Alice [F— AN . "B ERA L 1R AL 2 5 K%,
WAHEL AN, ERiniaE. ]
Just like UCCA’s pop-up exhibition Alice, eight other interviewees stated their museums had
seen an emergence of a large number of pop-up exhibitions, which tend to view art exhibitions as
a form of consumer goods. Some interviewees referred to these exhibitions as deviating from an
operational model that places value art production and coming to focus only on box office sales.
Other interviewees who are trying out pop-up exhibitions said in the interview it is an
unavoidable choice in the current marketized environment. For these participants, this new
orientation has broader social implications as it encourages shallow cultural consumption.
According to the participants in this study, the reason for this new direction is museums
are under extreme financial pressure. To alleviate such pressure, they aim to use these pop-up
exhibitions to attract a large number of visitors, and thereby increase their revenues. UCCA was
one private art museum that created pop-up exhibitions of modernist masters in 2023. The
interviewee from UCCA elaborated on how market trends prompted them to “cater to the
market” in such a way, saying,
The environment of the Chinese art market has changed greatly in recent years. Monet
exhibitions began to appear in 2014, and after 2014, this model actually grew very
rapidly in the past few years. Whether it is an exhibition of masters or a box office-
seeking exhibition, art museums are increasingly pursuing this. Nowadays, there are more
and more exhibitions of the so-called modernism, such as Picasso and Matisse, which is

really a big change, and art museums have to cater to the market. [iX JL5E /1 [E Z AR 1737
FIPRRARAAR K . 2014 SETT AR A% e, AR 2014 SF 2 Jm, AR L4

HSCHRAF AR BORIT R W, MERFIRERE, 285 IR SRR OIS
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RIXANRIG . BUEFTIEDACE RS S, tinteinR . S, KR —
MR, SEARTE LA G, ]
“Big name” artists like Picasso were also mentioned by the respondent from Rockbund Art
Museum. This individual indicated catering to audiences by “constantly reinforcing a concept”
(i.e., these are the famous artists they should care about) ultimately causes them to regard the
exhibitions as a commodity. This interviewee explained the situation like this:
Nowadays, many art museums are constantly reinforcing a concept to the audience,
which is to come here to see Picasso and see Monet. They regard artists and exhibitions
as a commodity. To put it more bluntly, they promote it to the audience as a symbol. Let
everyone think that going to art museums is just to see these things. This actually

encourages a very shallow level of cultural consumption. Many people just go to art

museums to check in. [IFEIR 2 2 ARG HAEA WG A st — NS, B 2xXck

BEINR, KESS. MERLSARFLRENM M. WHREE &, BRE

NS RAEL KK, AERFONNBISERIE AN 1B XA XS 7

—FPARERZ IR RS E T, IR Nt ZRARIEIT M. ]
In their discussions of pop-up exhibitions and marketization they are claimed to promote, many
of the interviewees referred back to earlier discussions of short- versus long-term sustainability.
As they see it, cultural consumption encouraged by a business model like this may aid in the
survival of private art museums in the short-term, but negatively impact sustainable development
in the long-term. The representative from Guangdong Times Museum explained how pop-up
exhibitions work against long-term sustainability initiatives like this:

There is a problem with pop-up exhibitions. After seeing it once, people may not go there

again. . . Audiences come to these central cities from other cities, and they hope to
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worship the works of these masters. This situation may continue in 10 years. It’s OK. But

it’s impossible to maintain it forever, and it’s very difficult to maintain it sustainably. [
AJEA AN, RFEE —RZIGATRASIE T AR AR ok 25X
Serdr T, AT A B AR L RIT A i, XML AE 10 SN %02 ok HY.

(ERARE KT RFFIEATTRE, WIHFEEIRAE. ]

Majority of respondents in this study associate pop-up exhibitions as incompatible with

sustainability. This view is evident in the response from the A4 Art Museum staff member, who

stated,

If art museums are going for a pop-up exhibition to create a spectacle of the landscape, it
doesn’t really pay off. Art museums certainly don’t have the commercial systems that
come faster with products like malls, Disney, and light shows. Because their interests are
clearer, the way they operate is simpler, and the point is that there is no psychological
burden for audience to go there. At first, when the museum held this kind of exhibition,
the audience find it acceptable because they hadn’t seen it before. After the audience has
seen more, they feel that not only are art museums not temples, but they are also actually
worse than shopping malls. The audience may feel that the air-conditioning in the mall is
more comfortable than museum place, and I can still have a place to sit, but museums still
have no place to sit? [EIRFEARIER A T Hilid M A W E LR, HSEFALEEL,
EARMEHERARN RS, Gy, Wilfe, 6 FHXEMERIER. FAEA]
WR e SEIE AE, da R A E T, T H oG 2 A AR LB OB H . SRR

KR — I AR B W WG R % . MAREZ )G, B IR ACA R T
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HSBER AL . AT BE DA 7 22 BRI &7 I — 28, JRILHEA H5A,
PRIXIE B ITAA? ]
For the individual from Rockbund Art Museum, museums have a moral and professional duty to
combat the trend toward shallow consumption, even if this means disappointing audiences:
The only thing we need to work together is how to get rid of the phenomenon of shallow
consumption. Now I personally feel that it is more regrettable that our society is really
too shallow consumption. . . We made three stipulations at the beginning of the Bund
Architecture Festival. We will not build a center stage in the square, we will not have
spotlights, there will not be an iconic sculpture and Instagram moment. What we want to
do is an anti-landscape decentralization. But later we saw many audiences complaining

about this, saying that even the Bund Architecture Festival didn’t seem to have much to
see. [ME— T EHAF S HIRA T EAREZBGR—MRERE R — DI,
BAERDNGE 13 HEBGR IR A2 BATR A M 2 HH R A KR Z RIS 1. XK
AN, — IR AL =5, TAME B EARREE LS,
TR H R, BH — DI SERIFEEA Instagram B 2. FATTEMZ —
MRFEMEF AR . (HR )5 RIATE BIR 2 ARG — £, B2 s IR
TR R EE 1. ]

The staff member from Inside-Out Art Museum agreed marketization of private art museums is

an issue of perception, one that prompts further examination of what an art museum is—a

business or a civic-minded organization. For this interviewee, answers to this question come

back to discussions of identity of museum:
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Art museums need to be firm in their identity as independent, professional, and serious
researchers and content producers, and should not be reduced to part of a superficial,
consumer-oriented cultural landscape. . . Pop-up exhibitions are first and foremost
concerned with flow of people and income. It is a cultural consumption, rather than
professional, academic and socially responsible cultural construction. [ ARTE £ % ¥ H
CAENMSL . B VAT BT B AN A Sy, ARVE BRI 7Y
HISCA SO — 8873 . "I LD e Ay & i B S % S R R AN, 2 SCAKTH
%, MART . ARG TR S k. ]
In short, participants pointed out shallow cultural consumption can bring short-term box office
revenues and public attention, but they felt it is not conducive to long-term sustainable
development, especially in terms of maintaining an audience base and preserving artistic
integrity.
Setting High Admission Fees for Exhibitions
Marketization also shows up in cost of admission, with private art museums setting
higher and higher admission fees for exhibitions in recent years. Half of the interviewees pointed
out revenue from ticket sales has become a very important method for alleviating financial

pressure. As the representative from Macalline Art Center stated, “Nowadays, the ticket price for

exhibitions is 200 RMB ($30) each, to get high box office feedback.” [“BL7E & Yo I SN AR =24
2,200 Bk —5K, N T A EEFIZE A . However, the interviewee from Bund One Art

Museum, an art museum whose price of admission is also about 200 RMB ($30), explained their
tickets are not more affordable because their exhibitions are very costly, as are the imported
works featured in them. Meanwhile, a number of interviewees said they are still hopeful they can

lower ticket prices because they believe museums should be accessible, but they also admitted
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this desire to serve the greater good is tempered by their desire to lessen their own financial
burdens.

Yet, some interviewees viewed high exhibition ticket prices as antagonistic to long-term
sustainability as the Chinese public could not continue to afford such an exorbitant expense on
several occasions. As the individual from A4 Art Museum explained,

Going to see art museums in the United States, especially the cost of joining a museum

membership, is still acceptable for normal people, who can treat it as a way of life. But in

Shanghai, a ticket costs 150-200RMB ($25-30). Then it costs 600RMB ($90) to see

three exhibitions a day. I think this is unsustainable. . . But if the museum is rented for a

long time in the city center, you have to charge a higher ticket price, right? And you also

need 500,000 visitors a year. See, everything is a paradox. [ & 3% E HIHIEE A,
Ry AR M DL 2 GUX AR — L08R Y, B RHRATT I B R UL 72 7T AR 3Z 1,
e DB E A S 7 R ABAE B —5KEE 150200, 2R)G—RE =R
600 Bk, FALAFIXATRELL. . AR FEARIELEIR AT OKA, R AFUCE N &
TRI? RIGIRIE TR E—4E 50 JTWAKE, Fra RIEHGZRIFIEN. |

Likewise, the interviewee from Guangdong Times Museum shared the number of families that
can afford high ticket prices represent a small group in China, and therefore expressed the
concern about maintaining a steady stream of visitors in the long-term: “Tickets for exhibitions

are very expensive now. Only a very small group can spend 150-200RMB ($25-30) to see a
modernist exhibition in Shanghai.” [“BILFE Y 152 AR 51, REAE BIEAE 150-200 S EF BIAR
T2 SRR I 2 TS L ) N AR . ]

In short, participants pointed out private art museums’ current practices of setting high exhibition

admission fees can alleviate a certain degree of financial pressure, but with it comes the problem
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of unsustainable audiences and contradiction between that and long-term sustainable
development of private art museums.
Impact of Marketization on Private Art Museums

Whether high admission prices and shallow cultural consumption have led to
marketization, or are the products of it, makes for an interesting line of inquiry for future debate.
What is clear is marketization itself has had an immense impact on museums, and therefore, this
concept warrants closer investigation. During their interviews, interviewees in this study
described forces of marketization as “big and fast,” but as museums’ responses as “small and
slow.” Effects of marketization can be summarized according to the following four points, all of
which represent important factors of sustainable development: (a) disruptions to public’s
perception of private art museums, (b) competition among museums, (¢) audience impact, and (d)
weakening of the voice of private art museums.

First, interviewees pointed out marketization of private art museums has disrupted the
public’s understanding of private art museums. According to them, audiences can no longer
distinguish between commercial exhibition companies and private nonenterprise art museums,
thus presenting a key challenge to audience cultivation and sustainability efforts. In other words,
attracting and maintaining visitors becomes a difficult task if these audiences do not understand
the social function such museums perform or public space they inhabit. The interviewee from
Guangdong Times Museum provided one such example of public misconceptions of private art
museums, stating the public often (mistakenly) assumes these institutions have extensive
financial capital and can earn money here. This participant said, “The art industry is already
relatively glamorous, so especially after art is marketized and commercialized, it has a lot of

capital to show in it, so everyone thinks that art museums can bring money.” [“ZARAT VA K5
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REGEAFUFABRFEARTEIZA AR VG2 ] LRER . ]

But these misconceptions are not only prevalent among the general public as the staff
member from Inside-Out Art Museum noted:

The public’s understanding of art exhibitions has become narrow. Everyone’s

understanding of art museums is confused, and the academic integrity of art museums has

been greatly damaged. Ordinary people and even most practitioners in the art field, and it
is impossible to distinguish the quality of art museums from bad ones and lumps all art
museums together. [ KA T Z AR B A RIARS B . RSN 3 AR A KIEL,

FARMERI A ARSI Z I, WA, HEZARGU P2 E ML E, ik

HEARTEIEFA, EPTARARIEAIR N iR, 1.

This interviewee listed both “ordinary people” and even most practitioners in the art field as
classes of people who have misinformed notions about private art museums.

Second, in addition to disrupting the public’s understanding of private art museums,
marketization also has brought about intense competition among similar institutions, which are
vying for both visitors and sizeable market share of box office ticket sales. With emergence of
many art exhibition companies that operate without governing standards or oversight, many of
interviewees claimed this level of competition led to unsavory or even unethical practices. For
example, to attract greater numbers of visitors, some exhibition companies resorted to using
reproductions of original artworks on social media. As the representative from Bund One Art
Museum noted, even if certain museums or exhibition companies are not outright violating
ethical standards, they are toeing the line. This individual commented, “Okay, some institutions

are starting to play around with the idea again, saying the exhibition is an original work by
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someone, but it may be a print or maybe a reproduction. But it is relatively not the only one.”
[“Uf 1, LN SOTIRITHIABR T, vt IR RAE, (HE T aemum, PA
SEAE R N . AHEARXS I 5 AR — . ]

Participants described such market competition not only damaging the integrity of the
museum industry’s reputation, but as also squeezing out those museums adhering to certain
ethical standards. For example, the individual from UCCA commented,

Art museums need to have a number of visitors, but objectively speaking, it would be too

difficult for art museums to really rely on numbers of visitors. Because in this sense we

have to compete on the same track with some venues that do not have academic standards.

This should not be the path that art museums take, but we can only do this at this stage.

[EAREEARRE, (H2R WU I ARTE QSR 35 1) 3 7 FEPHAR R I i 9K

AT o BIAMIRA S EFRAT Rl SR — L83 S RIS I TR AE — N 380 5%

o ARG R AR TN, (RIRITIERAH B R ]

As this interviewee articulated the problem, which the second part of this statement (“but we can
only do this at this stage”) indicated, they currently feel helpless to address such practices.

The third way marketization has impacted museums is by changing the ways visitors
interact with content. Penetration of marketization into the art industry has seemed to exacerbate
changes in the media landscape today, such as shortened attention spans audiences have acquired
with proliferation of new media. The staff member from the Guangdong Times Museum
reflected on the issue of audiences’ fragmented attention, stating,

The global audience’s attention span has changed due to the Internet, small videos, social

media, and changes in their perception of images and knowledge, and the change in

attention span is very comprehensive. It’s not just a problem for Chinese audiences
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anymore. It is a universal change in media society and media environment. [ 4=ER 0 A

2 R PR N N 1 7 N sl P X (9D i S O S b e T 0 S P 9= WA

B AR AT TER . AU AR 1R 1o e — AN 3 A A o A

NI . ]

A number of interviewees expressed disillusionment with sustainability of audience attention
span and how this figured into the larger issue of institutional sustainability. The respondent
from Rockbund Art Museum, reflected,

Many art museums are using social media in the hope of causing this kind of viral spread,

and then harvesting it. So, a very big problem we encounter today is basically this kind of

5-second consumption. I can’t imagine what the result will be if the trend develops like

this. [1R 2 SEARIE SR AL AL AR Ay B2 REAG1& B IX Al 75 U AU AR 48, S8 st e

— . PTRAUA REATX AN AGE B — AR K R AR _E RS XA 5 0

AT 2 . RBGERIZRE TR R U a3 o Kt — M AR R . ]
This interviewee’s comments imply if this trend is an enduring one, museums will need to figure
out how best to respond to it to realize organizational sustainability.

When virtually all of museums’ visitors exhibit such preferences, this leads to a
homogenization among them, as the staff member from the Guangdong Times Museum
explained:

Our industry is returning to the starting point of its cycle. In fact, it is shaping an

increasingly narrow path on its own, both at the level of producers and audiences. . . Our

shaping of audiences is powerful and irreversible. But we have molded the audience into

a single consumer mentality very quickly. I don’t think we can go back on this road for

another 10 years. . . The audience maybe think that they are not consumers, but it’s not a
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civil society participation in the sense of this kind of negotiation, is it? [FA TIX AT LLE
IR EIE R A, HSORE H OESIE — MR E RS, ik REEIE U

AREZL. . BAD T WA BG5S, 1 HAS TR . HERATC 2R H R

K

RIFERL AR 2GS — I BB S T, FHE 10 SERXFFMIE AR AR 7. WA

ISl

AT AN H EARE RS, HEBAR ARt RN E TR 2

Hxpig? ]
In this commentary from the representative from Guangdong Times Museum, there is a certain
degree of accountability on behalf of museum professionals. This individual implicated museums
in shaping these audiences when they said, “Our shaping of audiences is powerful and
irreversible.” Sense of apprehension and regret that characterizes this staff member’s response is
also evident in another respondent, who expresses reservations about treating children as a target
consumer. This individual, from A4 Art Museum, noted,

Now many different children’s projects have been born in China, but I still have some

regrets. Most people still regard children as a consumer group in this way and regard this

project as a strategic project that will add to the publicity of the museum. [HL7EE P £ 48
A TARZANE XA LEH , (HIREHIE A — gk, REHAHXFE
B RACZ T BN R, IERXANIE Ziiue — e L AR TE B R A 3L
PEISEE N PLR — SRS PETI H o ]
The final impact marketization exerts on the museum sector is a weakening of the voice and
influence of private art museums. As the representative from Macalline Art Center explained:

In the past 2 years, the market-oriented atmosphere has been very strong. The rights of art

fairs, galleries, and artists who have the voice in the market have become more and more
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clear in art industry. On the contrary, those things that we once thought were really rights,
such as nonprofit art museums, actually no longer have such high weight. [B{7£1X P 4E 17
Py R E AR R SR, S HIBOR],  E RN, RERAE T B R E AL
SARF PR, AEIRXAAT A AR . SeifiE A AT 2R HIER
BOME,  eandE& A SR TE SR A IR A mHIRE 1. ]
In other words, rise of other market-oriented enterprises has led to a corresponding decline in the
social importance once granted to private art museums, making it difficult for them to establish
their own authority and sustainable development more fragile. In fact, “fragility” is the term the
individual from Guangdong Times Museum used to summarize the current state of museums
amid such marketization: “The whole environment has become increasingly capitalized, and the

fragility of China’s public art education has amplified the capital, which makes the position of
private art museums even more fragile.” [ “BENIAEG LR BT AL, 1 E AL ZE AR
BN XBCR T 3A, XAERSLIARIE AL B SS . ]

In short, findings reveal various problems between marketization and art museums,
presenting this concern as an important factor to museums’ long-term survival and their audience
cultivation, art production, and sustainable development in general.

Social Context of Art Museums

Embedded in the problem of marketization are a variety of social contextual factors
Chinese private art museums must contend with. However, interviews with the participants in
this study tended to center around two social factors in particular: audience base and disconnect
between contemporary art and its audiences. Sections that follow explore in detail the bearing

each factor has on museums’ sustainability efforts.
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Audience Base

As the term is used here, audience base refers to a particular audience habitually visiting
an art museum and accepting the museum’s espoused purpose, mission, and goals. Many of the
professionals interviewed in this study noted due to Chinese private art museums’ shorter history,
their audience base lags behind the West, which poses challenges to the quality of these
museums’ artistic production, which in turn, negatively impacts audience sustainability. It is this
way the cyclical nature of the problem may be observed. The respondent from Guangdong Times
Museum related audiences’ lack of familiarity and engagement with art museums to their
relatively short history in country, saying,

Audiences in Europe are silver-haired, but China is almost exclusively young. . . China

had art museums until China was reforming and opening up, and all the previous ones

were disconnected. So, our previous generation didn’t have the habit of looking at art

museums, they probably didn’t even know what an art museum was, so they look at the
things in our art museums as rare. [EXI AR 2 2 4R K B HH E L2258
N E ORI R A G SR, AT i AR W . BT ASRATTR B 2R3
AERARERI I, AT REECARIE A 2 ARG, MG FAISEARE R
MR PR A M AT o ]
The line of reasoning that claims audiences’ lack of engagement is due to a lack of knowledge of
private art museums was also apparent in the interview with the staff member from Bund One
Art Museum, who stressed art museums need to strengthen public art education to cultivate
audiences. They reflected,

We have seen many art museums abroad where most of the audience are children or

elderly people. They are very independent, and visiting art museums is part of their daily
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habits. But why our audience not have this habit? It’s because they didn’t have this habit

before. . . We are doing so many public art activities now because we want more people

to come into the art museums. [FA1 175 E 7NE IR 2 156 R FED)1E AR K42

INGT S BEAMREE NREZ . MATERAR B 8, ARATE H RS S5 R

BB RARMN . (HBRATZ LW AR, NARAE? REOVATE 2504 1XHER 2

5. RATBEMIZ A Z A ILERTES), A EFELZ K NERLARIE. ]
The interviewee from UCCA also noted one of the reasons they are having difficulties
developing in Shanghai is because the public is unfamiliar with what their institution is or does:
“After UCCA went from Beijing to Shanghai, the audience didn’t know what UCCA is, the
audience didn’t know what UCCA did, the audience had no concept.” [ “UCCA 7£ Mt 5 2 |
e, WARAFHEICACHZAT A, WARARTERM I F, WAGEBRMZ M. 7 ] This
disconnect impedes dialogue and communication between private art museums and their
audiences because, as this interview extract suggested, audiences often do not know who or what
is trying to communicate with them. In sum, the history and development of Chinese society has
led to a particular social context that constitutes an important factor for sustainability of
audiences and art production, and also points to deeper social and political issues.
Disconnect Between Contemporary Art and Audience

The theme of the audience base being “ignorant” or “uneducated” does not just appear in
the context of the role of art museums. Some visitors were also portrayed by respondents as
being unable to read or understand contemporary art works, thus creating a disconnect between
contemporary art and its audience. According to the interviewees, this disconnect seems to be

more pronounced among the older audience, perhaps because of the aforementioned changes in
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content delivery and methods for engaging with it. As the representative from Macalline Art
Center mentioned,
Our exhibitions are a bit difficult to understand for the older audience. However, during
the summer holiday, there are also cases where families come to see the exhibitions with

their young and old. But on the whole, there are more young people who come to see the

exhibitions and are more open-minded. [FA A& AW KA B AKE. HEH
W HI—FKIREWENFE RSO (BT, KRE R 2 B LRI
S ZYNE

For this interviewee, the people who understood contemporary art exhibitions were younger and
more “open-minded,” suggesting the more traditional way of thinking typically associated with
old age acts as a barrier to understanding.

Similarly, the individual from Guangdong Times Museum related their audience
members have asked for refunds because they could not understand the contemporary art
exhibitions, saying, “Because we have quite a lot of video and installation works, they can’t
understand these art works, audience said your museum have nothing to see here.” [ “ K 3A]
AHAZ R B, MITEANEZREZARIER, WARVARN IS AR B A 47T
&M. 7]

On the other hand, the staff member from Guangdong Times Museum, did not surmise
this disconnect to audience demographics or their familiarity with new media. Instead, they tied
this disconnect to previously discussed shallow cultural consumption, and politics in China’s
social development:

Many audiences think that artists are celebrities, and celebrities are, of course, very rich.

Behind this logic means that the audience can hardly see the labor and dedication behind
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the art industry. This includes the challenges and difficulties that the artist may face when
creating art, and even the artist may not be able to feed himself. . . The reason behind is
that with the growth and expansion of China’s middle class, there have been some
internal drives for contemporary art to seek new expressions, but this process of spiritual
growth has been quickly reduced to a product and object of consumerism by the fast-
developing society, and “political legitimacy” has not been fully established in China’s
contemporary art system. . [{R Z MAWNNZARFAZ SN, %N GREIEFEHELL,
FERAN AT o ERE MRS ) ZARAT AL Ja K57 AN, B ZARF AT hE
FEME— AR LI, AT (0 % ARk R AT e, BB ZIRK T REH CHRA. .
X o JE R B o B b = B R B AR, P AR — 2 B A E R TR
WIRIB R AALELRS) J7, (HIX ARG A R R, S i A 2 PRI L i £k
—RE R SR AR B, AR E B AEAR ARG T BGR SR IR P

TR, ]

Therefore, as interviewees stress, changing audience demographics and introduction of new

media may also impact Chinese private art museums’ sustainability in profound ways.

Museum Art Production

Thus far, Chinese private art museums have been examined in terms of the operations

and practices, and institutional identities and legacies, but there has been little discussion of how

the actual art they deliver to the public factors into their sustainability. This section is dedicated

to examining six different aspects of art production in these art museums: (1) quality of art

production, (2) art research, (3) giving back to the art ecology, (4) dialogue and communication,

(5) societal engagement, and (6) professional teams and talents. It became clear over the
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interviews art production is a complex issue that involves not only the museum itself, but also
financial and social factors.
Quality of Art Production
As outlined in the previous section, art museums are encountering increasing penetration
of marketization into their operations, which poses a serious problem for art production. In light
of this marketization, some interviewees believed art museums should adhere to a responsible
academic positioning and quality art production to develop more sustainably. As the respondent
from Inside-Out Art Museum elaborated:
Private art museums should hold their own academic position, maintain the art museum’s
academic independence, and be free from the influence of business and capital. They
should also have their own unique academic direction for exhibitions, with continuity and
systematic curation, and present vivid artistic concepts and thoughts eventually become a
part of the rich artistic ecology. . . Don’t easily follow various popular trends, continue to
think and promote academic output. In addition, in terms of artistic content, we must
continue to conduct in-depth exhibitions and academic activities. . . Even during an

economic downturn period, operational problems cannot be solved at the expense of the
exhibition budget. [FREFEARMEN YA H ORI ARINY), GEFRESEARIE I 2 AR
PE, AR AR IF HA B S MR R AR TT ), SRR B A 2P
gk, RIEEREARBEESHEE, REARAFENERESFHH—F. . . A
By B & NS ERRAT IR, R, YR, FHAEZRNE T,
PR IR R R EARNES. . BME LD FATH, WA A DU R

IO R IZE R . ]
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As this individual from Inside-Out Art Museum said, quality of art production should not be
sacrificed to alleviate financial pressure on the museum. At the same time, the respondent
claimed some of the methods museums might explore for remaining financially solvent (e.g.,
partnering with businesses) should be avoided to maintain the quality of the programs the
museums put out; museums should be “free from the influence of business and capital,” as they
said.

For the individual from Guangdong Times Museum, quality artwork is the antidote to
marketization and fundamentally at odds with a market-orientation:

Art museums must present good quality and fight against consumerism. This is difficult.

The development of art itself is also weak. We see that Document a Kassel can be

maintained for a while, and the Venice Biennale is almost become an international fair.
[(EARTEE RIS, IEEXNPUHE R . KR AFEZARAG KRN Z

J&TRga, AR BT RERFE R SCIR IR RE DR FF— N, B Hr XU g AR DALk 1t

Dl

I~

W e ]
This statement was somewhat contradicted by the individual from Guangdong Times Museum,
who emphasized quality artistic production requires substantial financial capital, at least some
inferably comes from private financial holdings. For context, Guangdong Times Museum shut
down in 2022 due to economic reasons. But as this respondent saw it, the way to be financially
stable while avoiding the influence of private investors is to reduce the quantity of exhibitions
offered. They explained their rationale as this:
Even though the number of exhibitions may not be as frequent as before, the quality must
be maintained. The money for the exhibition cannot be reduced because this affects the

quality of the exhibition. . . In the future, I hope that there will be some changes in art
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museums exhibitions and public education which can reveal the sense of mission in art.
The sense of mission sounds empty, but the reality is that you have to produce something
good, and the product must be of high quality. [EPfii & Wi 7E 2 bl RE¥ A LLRTIX 4
W%, (H— B ZAERFTERPE. WA S HIEARERL, Ry 2 R i 5 55T .
RRABERARE R WAL T I, HERA 2k, sRWEIZARM RN
RVG. MR R A, SEbR— RO R ARE N S ARVE, RIS . ]
As this quotation shows, in discussions of artistic production, it is quality and not necessarily
quantity, that should take precedence. According to this study’s participants, quality of art
production is ensured through constant reflection and artistic innovation. The representative from
A4 Art Museum cautioned against the dangers of an insular way of thinking, remarking,
We must be wary of falling into our own discourse system and think about how to
maintain a sense of freshness and youthfulness of the unknown. We cannot be obsessed
with what we do just because we have done a lot of things. We hope that our every
project is subject to real discussion and feedback from society, and then there is an

iterative process of reflection. With this kind of thinking in mind, we continue to work on

different projects. [FAI1EEEAG N B B TH1H 1A 2R B, A5 W ORfr —FoR kg

Bt RfF—AAES. AR THCM VRZFHIL, FrElE SRR E 2

. BT BIATEE DI H #OR TS 2 2 O TR AR B, AR5 X%
BAIEHEARE. wE RN ESAREMARNIHE . ]

Similarly, the individual from Rockbund Art Museum likewise pointed out it is the constant
artistic innovation and reflection that allows their museum to maintain the quality of their art

production:
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What kind of thing do we want to create and what can the audience get from it? From a
professional perspective, we still need be experimental and think about what new
conditions and stimulation we have brought to artistic creation. Including recently, we
began to use the windows on the second floor of the art museum facing the square, we

turned it into a platform for drama, and then everyone used headphones to listen. It was a

very interesting innovation in various forms. [FA1EM—MEAFERI R, WA
PRI BES AT B4, RENEAL ISR SH — D Eitt, K-V ZAREE
R T AT AR — LT B S AR AR . AR5 X Y R IRAT I e A F S ARV et 1))
WIE T, FAHCEME BN G, R5 KEHBEHLER, SR
M EEAERRZER. ]
However, it is not only the quantity of artwork that impacts its quality, but also quantity of
visitors the museum receives each day. As the staff member from UCCA related,
When we are doing curation or exhibition, on the one hand, we have to weigh the flow of
visitors, but on the other hand, we have to maintain something like research. It is difficult
to balance, in fact, it is very difficult. [FATZEM R R B R W (%, — 5 T B AL
e, AHE— 7 AR — AT ORI — AR ARIRAEP A, S iR

HERFIME ]

The individual from Rockbund Art Museum also highlighted that audiences in their
discussion of what impact the quality of artwork has, might consider exploring a variety

of needs stating,

From the needs of the creative fields, there is still some experimentation, so there

must be requirements for the audience. But they also need to consider the most
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ordinary people, and art must have a certain degree of acceptability. . . We think
it’s more importantly, about artistic taste. We don’t want to shut out the audience
with something very professional, nor do we want to cater to the audience, so
there are some very subtle things that we need to grasp. How do we express to the

entire audience that we welcome them, and that we are also an organization with

an attitude and a stand? [ MABATTEIE ST 75 2L, b2 A IX 4 — LS 7E,

TR IRFWARK IR ER o (EAAT 75 EH B R WA R AR, ZARE

AR, . EEREMRANTEA AR L, FRAIREA R EH]

REN IR PEIERAAE Z 114, WAEEIE G RAR, B U B —2e9E %

T AT A E T ZCHR . TATE AR L AV A AR IETA TR AR

A1, RN AT — NS A LI — L]
In the context of this interview, the respondent focused on established audiences, elsewhere, they
discussed concerns for the quality of art production in relation to new audiences. Some of the
museums represented in this study were exploring exhibitions outside of conventional museum
spaces. However, diversity of and differences inherent in audiences reached via these spaces
could create uncertainty in terms of art production. The individual from Rockbund Art Museum
shared a performing arts festival held outdoors has the advantage of attracting new audiences,
but in its novelty also represents a challenge for museum staft:

For music and drama works, they must embrace a condition of this kind of performance,

which is also an exciting challenge for them. Because of this open space and the face of

an uncertain audience, for this performance art, it is also a challenge. [%] % 5 iEFH XK

TR ORYE,  E AR IL R RGN — 2, HRTIRIHEZ — B A
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ok BRI I 83 TR A AN E AR, X T SR e i 2K UE,
e MR ]
The participant from Guangdong Times Museum added interacting with new audiences may
bring about government supervision if the exhibition is not well-received, relating:
If once an exhibition starts to affect more people, it is actually the biggest source of
uncertainty. If you push it to a wider range of audience, the audience will indeed be very
different. If something goes wrong at this time the country will take action. [ 15 24 & '
— EITRREMAE 2 fN, SR AN E PR AR BRI, IRICEHER B2
HIH e, MARBISEAMRRZESR 7 XA — B i 7 [ E s T ]
In sum, the findings revealed quality art production requires adequate funding, and
adherence to quality art production constitutes an important factor in the long-term sustainable
development of art museums.
Art Research
An important part of ensuring quality art production involves conducting extensive
research. The nature of the research described by participants varied, from research on
exhibitions, artists, audiences, art history. But all of the participants positioned such research as
integral to their sustainability efforts. The representative from A4 Art Museum interpreted
“research” in the academic sense, noting it was their museum’s partnerships with external
academic centers that contributed to institutional sustainability:
The art museum needs to do more precipitation and incubation work, because these
sorting tasks are relatively difficult. . . We are now doing a lot of audience research.
Doctors from the University of Oxford are now doing research with us, and there will be

various very detailed reports on audience research. Because we found that China’s
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research lack of public perspective. At the same time, we also go to follow up artists’
projects, empowering some of the research, including the pulse of the artist’s creation.

We and the core of these participants and creators, both ways need to understand more, to

go to do a good job of connecting them. [ FEARTH Z L AE L ITIE LI TR, BN
SLRETR ) AR A LLAHERY. . BATS EMARZ MR FT . B AR A 1B
FERRAE BAT AT, A RVEGHRI 2P S AE H R T RARM I LR . Ry
AT KB B A PR B 7 LT AR D 2 RS o RIS AT 2 B ERERUR 2 2R
KIBH, WaE L5050, WREARFKAENIKES . BATAZ O RIX 2 55 )
B, XUAART 25 1, A4 Rens B e miEs. |

The individual from Bund One Art Museum described their organization’s efforts to conduct
artistic research around exhibits’ institutions as a means for promoting audience loyalty,
explaining:
We did research on the origins of all the exhibits. Then we will also choose the
cooperating institutions to see whether this institution is reliable, whether the institution
has had research and collection about artists in the history. Because we will do studies
and research, we have so many fans. Some of them who have seen our exhibitions since
they were children are now young and middle-aged. Because they just believe in your

museum’s quality, believe that your museum’s art works are screened. [ A/ 1% T o J&
AR S O FE K SRS AT SRR A RN, XAV AR, A5
BN P EARFA S FTAGR . RN S MIATEREE T, Frel AR
MeH WAz ks, U EERANFK RS CEEFE T, HETH
Ao BT RAME RIS, ARSI SR e 1. ]
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Saying “Because they [the audience] just believe in your museum’s quality, believe that your
museum’s art works are screened,” this interviewee from Bund One Art Museum presented
conducting research as an important way of filtering out subpar artwork. Similarly, the individual
from Inside-Out Art Museum stated their museum used research to perform a “sorting” function,
saying, “The museum needs to further sort out the existing materials, works, archives, and
research results to form more professional and systematic research archives and collections, and

make continuous efforts for the discipline construction of Chinese contemporary art history
research.” [“FEARIE T EZXT T A MR Ef. RIE. SRR T — DR, ¥
FREE N AR R IO SRS SRR, Dy b B AU AR S FE R SR AR H e SR 55
VAR

However, although half of the interviewees recognized the importance of art research for
long-term sustainable development of art museums, they also noted constraints conducting such
research placed on museum resources in terms of the allocation of staff and time. As the staff
member from A4 Art Museum explained, “Our overall manpower will always be insufficient, so
colleagues in the research centers always take care of many other tasks.” [“FRAI TS AR RN F717Kk
TCAEAN R, F A8 A () [) S5 2 3 AR 22 HoAth ¥ T4 . > ] Echoing what is being said
here, many of the interviewees used the specific phrasing “lack of time” to account for why art
research has not yet been carried out by their institutions.

The findings reveal despite many challenges faced by art museums, several of the
participants are engaged in artistic research, and art research moreover constitutes a primary

factor of long-term sustainability.
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Giving Back to the Art Ecology

As mentioned in previous sections, the contemporary shift to marketization has affected
private art museums in various ways. Half of the interviewees pointed out under such
circumstances, private art museums should return to construction of local and Asian art
ecosystems to better participate in global dialogues and exchanges. This shift would grant them
greater opportunities for long-term sustainable development. As the individual from Guangdong
Times Museum shared, “If we don’t pay attention to localization, there will be no diversity.
Without local diversity, how can it participate in global communication?” [*“Ul S FATTAE A £
th, BIASEZHME. AR diversity FIZRTE, BEAFESS52RMERZ? 7]

On the issue of giving back to the local art ecology, half of those interviewed felt it was
important to fight against mass commercial art production and promote healthy development of
the art ecosystem by supporting noncommercial art production. For the representative from
Inside-Out Art Museum, supporting noncommercial art allowed museums to gauge society’s
most pressing issues in an up-to-date manner: “Another important aspect is to focus on
supporting noncommercial artistic production and thinking. . . to grasp today’s important cultural,

social and ideological issues in a timely manner. The practices in these two directions inspire and
promote each other.” [“J5 —NESEE LM [A], & L yESCREARRND R ZIR A=,
kR BTHEIR A0 A H EZ S0 LSRRG, X7 ) 1 SR AR LR R S HES)
e ]

Furthermore, it became clear during the interviews young artists in China face many challenges
and art museums could aid in the development of the art ecosystem by sponsoring emerging

artists and giving them the opportunity to exhibit. The logic underpinning this belief is without

good artists (and thus good artwork), private art museums’ art production practices cannot be

178



sustainable in the long-term. The interviewee from Macalline Art Center shared their

determination to give back to the local art ecosystem and support young artists through practical

means, saying,
We have very good local artists in China, but it is difficult to have particularly good
opportunities at important points in their artistic careers. For example, this time we
exhibited artist Hu Wei, who has been working in the Beijing art scene for at least 10
years. But no organization has been able to come forward to give him a solo exhibition. . .
Before we established this organization, we had a relatively clear awareness that we
wanted to give back to the local ecology. That’s why we feel that art museums need to
support the work of artists like him. Including when we give him a solo exhibition, we
will try to appoint the artist to make new works and give him a certain amount of
financial support, which I think is a very substantial help to the artist. [FA/ T+ [E A L 3E
HWINFHEARE, BAEZARAFEREES AR R L= EeanidiX k1
H TR, EIL R 2RI AR R TAE 10 45, (HEA — /MU REREHE S 1
AN L IRAFEMEX AU Z AT, i — A EEB R S R R A 1
[FIA AR . HESESERTE S i ff E S A 2R K TAE . AR IRAE S A i
JeHIHi, #EREZATZARFMOHE M, 4fh—E RT3, XN ZARFIR
SERPERFE . ]

There were also some museums that supported art production in the museum’s area of interest by

sponsoring artists directly. As the respondent from Rockbund Art Museum shared,
We have a specially commissioned creation. It does not require these artists to make

works for exhibitions. Of course, we do not rule out that this will happen in the future.

We do not even have to ask them to complete the work in the end. We hope that through
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the support of the museum, which can promote some artists’ practices in the fields we are

interested in, and the practices of curators. This is also a role we believe the museum

should play, that is, we participate in the process of artistic productions of artists. [FKAl]

BITH—ANRLEUE, BIFARZERZEZARGMAER KSR, BRAHRRAR

KXt HERAAA — & -3 Z R A 5= BED8 S BaXMEM . AT 27y il

FARTERISCHF,  BEMEHEBE M AE TRATEOG R IR U ) — 2852, A SR N I SE ik

XA MR IRA TN A EARIE AR — M, SRENS5IRXEZRE B —1

A FEPE % ]
These excerpts revealed benefits of giving back to the art ecosystem, not just for artists, but for
museums, as doing so allows organizations to keep their “fingers on the pulse” of society, so to
speak. This, in turn, facilitates their participation in globalized dialogues and exchanges.
Dialogue and Communication

Fostering dialogue and communication with the local community, including being in
touch with social issues and movements, was also highlighted as being important to
sustainability. Engaging in sustained dialogue and communication with the community provided
art museums with important feedback on their operations, allowing them to alter course based on
this feedback if needed. This belief was evident in the response from the representative from
JinChen YFM Art Gallery, who related, “An art museum should be interactive with society, and
at the same time, it should be able to get feedback from audience and art lovers.” [“— & ARIE
B MIZAA B, RN E RSS2 AE AR SR Z I # B R 7]

It became clear during the interviews the dangers of not actively seeking feedback from

the museum’s audiences. Without such input, as the representative from the A4 Art Museum
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explained, discussions surrounding future directions form a closed loop, thereby precluding
further development:
In fact, it is useless for art museums to recognize themselves or just by investors. If there
is no effective social dialogue after the closing exhibition, and there is no more valuable

feedback from the artists, it will eventually become a small group of people who coexist
in a very small circle. [FEARTEHSDER B AR BEE BT NN, WAHH. A%
JE B BATA A2, ERFMBH EEIMER B, RIS M— MR
N — A SRR

On the topic of innovation, external communication with a variety of stakeholders was presented
by the interviewees as an important method for helping to create new ideas and as adding to
society’s repertoire of art knowledge. As discussed in previous sections, expanding audiences’
knowledge of art and art museums works in the interest of audience building. The representative
from Inside-Out Art Museum made a connection between educational initiatives achieved
through community dialogue and building an audience base, saying,
With the continuous research and exploration of art practice, artists and scholars who
hold the same beliefs will choose this venue to speak out, making it a home for
practitioners and thinkers and attracting a fixed audience. Currently, our museum has
become an important platform for art history, literary history experts and scholar thinkers
from Peking University, Tsinghua University, and other universities to publish their
works. This makes us a place for scholars from different disciplines and fields to
exchange ideas and present new thinking results. Art museums should grasp the dialogue
with reality, expand cross-field exchanges, and achieve the level of explaining profound

things in simple terms and gaining broad insights. [ %} 2 AR SZ B RREE T 7T A2 38
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For this respondent from Inside-Out Art Museum, “attracting a fixed audience” was a key

motivation for engaging in dialogue, but also was the opportunity for interdisciplinary and

interinstitutional collaboration, as evidenced by the reference to various Chinese universities.

The staff member from A4 Art Museum similarly saw interdisciplinary collaboration, as

facilitated by dialogue, as “very important to build your own interdisciplinary knowledge

network with different scholars.” [“FHAS[F] (1) 5735 2 18] 2 @244 H CLF5 S RHW HIR I 45 9 B

2, 7]

But importance of communication was not restricted to relationship building for these

participants; it also served an important information dissemination role. As the COVID-19

pandemic brought unprecedented interruptions to museums’ communications with their audience,

a number of interviewees shared the importance of maintaining open lines of communication

between art museums and the world, and desire and urgency to reestablish international

communication in the postpandemic era. This belief is apparent in the response from the staff

member at Macalline Art Center, who commented, “Now the international exchanges have been

restored, I feel that connections, dialogue, and communication with institutions in Europe and

other places are now very urgent.” [“BUAEVKE 7K E 7 X P E RS, A AECM AL 45

FAB AU Z 8] B3+, X1l 5 S AR D). ]
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The pandemic also encouraged museum professionals to reflect on their own dialogic and
communicative practices. In the wake of COVID-19, A4 Art Museum, for example, upgraded
their Residency Center, which focused on forging connections between artists and local
community, and shifted their attention to how to communicate with broader international
audiences. The staff member representing the museum reflected after COVID-19, their
institution was “very concerned about how international artists or Chinese artists who go abroad
can form deeper dialogue and cooperation with local residents.” They elaborated on the
importance dialogic exchange held for the museum and its views on art, saying,

For artists, for a place, and for a new and more complex art, the understanding should not

just be expressed through the artist’s own creative expression or the world he/she

imagines, but should be expressed through communication with more people and to do
something together. . . Our genes prompt us to emphasize this kind of dialogue with
international resources, but we also emphasize how the soil of China’s diverse arts and

the characteristics of various new cultures in various places need to form a dialogue with

the international context. [HA IR0 E PRI Z AR 8 X B FEAMIFH EZEREK, b
ATTARAAT AT S FF) Jis B RSB BR IR A S . X F2RS, X+ tr, W —
MHHIER R EAREINF, ANz R ZEE ZRK H S QEREBE ARS8 —
AR, T NZAE I PR B 2 N HAZ IR A S LORRAE. L AT = A
A8 3ANT 25 5 R [ Bk B R A Ao 1, (ERAT A iR 2 n ZARR R, Bk
B BRI th, BB AT R bR A [ O i 2 ]

These responses indicated dialogue and communication between museums and both local and

global audiences was important to sustainability on two levels. On the first level, it worked

toward rapport-building by establishing and maintaining various networks of support. Second
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level operated as a reporting function, serving to bring information to different stakeholders.
Thus, dialogue and communication can serve an educational function by disseminating ideas and
can better bring together diverse sources of knowledge in art museums, and in turn, contribute to
sustainable development.
Societal Engagement

Knowing, engaging with, and gauging audience perceptions was presented by
respondents as an integral component of sustainability. This section explores respondents’
understanding of the role of audiences in achieving sustainability and moreover groups their
perspectives according to the following four points: (a) audience cultivation, (b) audience
expansion and activation, (c) inclusiveness in art museums, and (d) professional team and talents.
One important point worth mentioning in the interest of transparency is only one participant
explicitly addressed inclusivity, but it has been included in this discussion given both its
perceived relevance to discussions of sustainability and commonalities it shares with themes
previously introduced.
Audience Cultivation

As outlined in discussion of previous findings, museum staff have been confronted with
issues arising from changing media environment and marketization of the art museum industry,
and impact these have on their audiences. Almost all of interviewees related an important part of
sustainability meant recognizing the environment today’s audiences are situated. As the
interviewee from Rockbund Art Museum related, “On the one hand, we must be clearly aware of
the reality that our audience is in and should have a common kindness and positive attitude to

resist and reverse these challenges, rather than taking advantage of it.” [“— /7 [H A 1 G HE 1)

IWFNBFATIARAE T HIBSE, TR Pl [ 10 35 R A 1T 1 P 285 BEOR AR i) A X 28 B
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i, A& EFHE. 7] Challenges to which this respondent referred presumably include the

aforementioned preferences for consumption and reduced attention spans.

But rather than fixate on “correcting” audience preferences or behavior, the individual
from Guangdong Times Museum encouraged meeting audiences where they are for future
growth: “We should think about how the audience can grow and how the public can be

sustainable.” [“FRAIN % B B A LM ARBE K, AEAR£E4E, ] The respondent

elaborated on this position by building on what others have articulated about museums’ moral
obligation to educate the public, saying,
China really needs to understand more ideas, understand that people should be able to
have more diversity and initiative, and cultivate the audience’s independent thinking and
independent judgment. This is a very important social responsibility of the museum. . .
We hope that through the medium of art or the platform of an art museum, I hope more

people can open up their horizons and see something different, because contemporary art
has this role. [ E #SE 2 L 2 B4, 7RI AN Z AT LA T2 1 2 A
LB, KEFRIAIAL B ARSI, X R AR ) — M2 TUHE
BN EEE ZAREN BERARERT G, HEEZ M ANGEBITIT—
¥, BRI A PENERN, POVARREARA XTI mIEN. ]
However, even though it became clear during the interviews participants had various ways of
cultivating certain qualities in their audience, especially along the lines of their preferences for
art production and engagement with art activities and education, it became equally clear audience
cultivation was slow-going. Furthermore, because it occurs slowly, over a long period of time,

audience cultivation was something that must be sustained. As one participant from Bund One

Art Museum divulged,
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The reason why most art museums are now focusing on children’s art education is that
they want to cultivate a way of integrating art into children’s life through children’s art

education. Then over time, when they get older, this habit is developed. [ 14 BAEKR
BRI EAREEEINILEZAREE, EAEELILENZRUBEREAEZITZARG
NAETER—F 70 MAAMAZ, BAT1ZFE T G, XA IR 1. ]

By investing in children, the “pay off” museums will see will be a long way off, but as this
excerpt showed the investment is regarded as well worth it.

For example, A4 Art Museum is cultivating young children as future audience members
for their museum by letting them serve as junior curators. The staff member from this museum
presented audience cultivation as requiring giving rights to the audience, even the youngest
among them, and allowing them to participate in the art museum they hope to create for
themselves. The participant explained this line of thinking as:

To the audience, we have to transfer the right. So, this process is a two-way game and

traction process. Although this method is slow, it sometimes works well. . . Many of the

children who used to participate in our children’s program are now 30 years old. They
have children, some of them have PhDs. Now they come to be our interns and participate
as cocreative artists. The first artists who participated in A4’s exhibition program are now
leaders in many fields and are the initiators or curators of very important projects. You

will find that the power of such a kind of human growth is greater than the capacity of a

space or decoration. [Xf T A AR, FATE L ALPEIX MR Fr L AN IS FE 2 — AN XA
e Al AR Lo e . XFER 7 RS, (HREIHRBCRIREF. .. L2
IMBADLEEMNZ T, RESHECL 30 7. MIEEEZT T, FRELiEE 1

T o BAEAMATRERAT LS E, ERGIERF RS, &AESIN A4 EZRIERE
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WITHKZARS, HSRELRIRLIURAIRALE, RARH EEZ I H KRR N B 5
RN R RIRE M NSRRI &, BRS KT A (Al A Bl 2 21X
RUGTHA IR R, ]
Instead of viewing the audience—museum relationship primarily in terms of how it may benefit
the museum, a few interviewees described this relationship as more nuanced. As the individual
from Guangdong Times Museum shared, the relationship between museums and audiences was
mutually beneficial, saying,
Many of our audience follow our art museum for many years, and then they will bring
their experience into his future growth. Even a lot of the younger audience, the very
loyalty audience, he may have some influence and connection with the art museum in his
future schooling and career choices. And then again they are all very specific people. . . .

Our strength is that we have such a community . . . . They are very active and solid. [
MR Z MAIRAE RAREARR 248, RGNS H CREK T AR A, &
EIRZERIUA, KPR SR AR, A BEAEARR AR # AL B ASER

WA —E R ATRI. ARE AT DA AR AR, . . o BAT ISR K
AR FERSEER. . . MR AR SR AN A2 [ . ]

When it comes to audience cultivation and sustainability, participants advised museums to
consider not just the audiences they have or could have in the present, but how to build the
audience of their future. This meant developing outreach programs for children and instilling in
them a sense of loyalty to the museum from a young age. Additionally, they advised museums to

not just see the audience—museum relationship as primarily beneficial to the museums, but it is
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also important to consider how museum visitors could cocreate and grow with the museum,
which was conducive to long-term sustainability.
Audience Expansion and Activation

In their interviews, respondents discussed adopting a variety of methods for developing
and activating audiences, such as through membership systems, public projects, and art
exhibitions in communal spaces. Audience expansion and activation constitute an important
element of audience sustainability, and COVID-19 made it apparent just how important it was
for museums to reach their audiences. Over half of the participants in this study reported using
online methods, such as using virtual reality technology to bring online exhibitions to a public
they could no longer access in person and leveraging online magazines and blogs to expand their
audience base during this time. Employing virtual reality techniques allowed those at JinChen
YFM Art Gallery to reach audiences that would otherwise be inaccessible, as the interviewee
from this museum noted: “Under special circumstances at that time, we filmed the exhibition
part of VR, and we also hope that everyone can better view the exhibition online.” [ I} 7E 45k
TBEOLT, FATHHE VR Ry Bnfi ik 7, A BRSAE M _ERefS S 47 iy T —

JE. 7]

Similarly, the respondent from A4 Art Museum shared they carried out online exhibitions
through the Artist Isolation Log Project, which connected artists with their audiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic, explaining,

COVID-19 caused a lot of the projects we wanted to do at the time not to be allowed,

then we had to reperceive the artists and residents around us. What is our relationship

with them? Are we going to close our museum and say bye-bye to everyone for a while,

or are we going to activate them in more ways. . . The Artist Isolation Log project
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reconnects people in isolation in their homes, and even creates a bigger connection. This

could be three times the amount of work that has been done in the past. [ J& 1 S HC4H
PAVRZ BT E A T A FATHE o 2N BATH LR EARF A E R .
FATFABAIBR AT A KR ? BATR ZERTTIRARFK AN Y, 2RI EMEL
WITEEBOEARAT. . . ZIRFEEEHEDE, kRS 5 HLRR BY I  fige =507 i 57
B, HEENY CERNER, R =MTEE.
In part due to the efforts at audience cultivation during the pandemic, the interviewee from
Macalline Art Center expected audience expansion following its resolution: “What we are

looking forward to now is to expand our audience outwards. That is to say, we hope that more
audience will come to our art museum and more people will agree with our values.” [“FA THLAE
AEH IR AL AR AR, R W IRA BN A B2 BAKE, RaFEZHNAFK
MIAER . ]

Echoing earlier sentiments presenting that the pandemic was a “blessing in disguise,”
some participants shared COVID-19 encouraged their respective museums to focus on
community building to increase audience participation. This was the case for Rockbund Art
Museum, as their staff member related in the following:

We started doing some work called community building around the time of COVID-19.

We hope to slowly have some individual connections with the audience. It should also be

said that we take advantage of the reality of today’s social media. That is, we hope to find

people who have similar interests with us and to establish a relationship with them, not
necessarily working together, but people who agree with our values and ideas. . . But

what we do is particularly amateurish, because our team does not have professional teams
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like those outside who are so good at attracting crowds. But this is something we hope to
continue to do. [FATTAKMEZETE WIAIIF 4 — L8 FATI AR B r) TAE, FA1m &
REW 12 18 BB AR A — HE M — SR R, BAZ R WA 14 RAASHAR )
—AISE. AR ERE IR HPREARIEEFRESH —SN, A—ERil
—BITAE, HZAN  FEROMEME SR A, RRATEL—FR R, E
FAT IRy A Ak, DO EATT 8 B BAANE AR Ah & i ) & b FH AR 4 3% - K LA
ERRJAVH BRI T 2D HE. ]

Similarly, community-building was presented as an important part of A4 Art Museum’s vision

for sustainability, as their representative noted:
Our current community has 20,000 young artists and almost thousands of cocreators,
including many different scholars, artists, and curators. Every year, almost 2,500 children
participate in iStart project. Developing and growing, this has become a very organic
community. . . But we are also thinking about some questions: What is a community?
How to involve the audience? To what extent is a true participation and cocreation?

Rather than just becoming a kind of insider which like make an appointment of a hospital

and just came to there in an afternoon. [FATJILAE iStart FKI#EBER 2 AN EREK, %
AZ LTI, HPhadd TIRZ AR FE . ZRKE. KRN, B FH4%
A% 2500 BN RAERX AT H B LR ERAVER, AR T — D EEW A LR
. AR AT AR B — ) @B IR A4 ALK ? itz 52 253844
R EIEM S 5RLE? AR UR R B — s . IR LEREE TS5
[y, RAES R FRIL T . ]
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However, simply involving the audience and soliciting audience participation in this way was not
enough, according to the participants. There was also the challenge of audience retention. In
other words, as the representative from Guangdong Times Museum, concluded, it is not
sufficient to attract audiences, museums must be able to keep them: “We shouldn’t imagine that
the audience is always following you. In fact, many audiences or people who follow museums’
social media don’t know whether you are currently exhibiting.” [“FRATTANE AR G0 AR 1K
FLSAR 2 W AR B TR 2 SRR N FEASFNIE AR TIAE A BB E Y . | The interviewee
from A4 Art Museum described the audience problem presented by the previous respondent in

terms of a lack of “stickiness,” saying, “Although many audiences have changed from bystanders
to cocreators, the stickiness is not enough. Art museums still seem to be a dispensable thing in
life.” [“BARUEM AR Ce A A NNSEIE AR K 7 ILEE, ERERMMEEAL. AR
(B e R SR ST 0B N

These findings highlighted challenges associated with audience cultivation and expansion,
but also lessons for future applications. For example, many of the strategies participants detailed
using during the COVID-19 pandemic may be adapted to reach more diverse audiences in the
present day. But recruiting, and moreover retaining (as this section points out), diverse audiences
means practicing inclusiveness.
Inclusiveness in Art Museums

Among all of the participants featured in this study, only one participant noted to be
inclusive, private art museums should seek to reach more audiences, particularly those who have
been historically marginalized. The fact only one participant broached this subject demonstrated
inclusiveness was still a new area for private art museums in China. It is included here, though,

as it is a nascent subject in China, it is viewed as almost universally important in contemporary
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museum studies in the West (Eardley et al., 2022; van Slooten, 2018). As inclusiveness was just
becoming a topic of concern for Chinese private art museums, A4 Art Museum was at the
forefront of this movement, as it attempts to include disabled children and other marginalized
groups in China:
We need to empower them through art museums, let them be seen by society, let many
experts and scholars approach them, empower them, and let them form a very organic
part. Researchers use them as research objects, and then see their most vivid practices,
and at the same time give them more suggestions and guidance, and then they continue to
do it again and continue to give feedback, so that it forms a breaking point of the original
information or reconnect the breaking point of ecology between a group of people. We
hope to do more social welfare and public projects to lean toward more people and things

in underdeveloped areas, and then gain more social support. It’s a relatively distant part,
but it can help us create sustainable meaning locally. [FAI 75k 2= 8 i 56 R 1E 2R A b
i1, iAbA T AL W, ARR 2 L R SEE LERMA], AR, AT
R MRE PRIy . WEFE DA AN R, SR I5 5 BIA 1R % (¥ S G
[R5 T AATTSE 2 (MU 51 5, SRJG AT AREE S 2e i, 4R8N 3 R, XFEE
BT — MBS SR R, B M — A AN R A2 (07 5 45 8 R i
Fo WAV BME LS AGMAILIE, 2 [ 5 2 R0 X A A1 2
Ry, SRIG RIS BE 2 AL S M SCHE . IR — AN 7 1R oy, (HR e A e S B3R
ATERLBE A = A TR LRI = . ]

In short, although inclusiveness is a new concept for many private art museums, participants

viewed it as a topic to be explored further in the future in the interest of sustainability.
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Professional Team and Talents

Many of resources addressed by interviewees as necessary to sustainability were
presented in very tangible or material terms (i.e., financial capital), but they presented other
intangible resources (i.e., human capital) as just as important. Half of the interviewees related
private art museums and museum industry cannot adequately develop without a dedicated team
of talented professionals. Additionally, talent requirements for private art museums were seen as
unique because of differences between private art museum industry and other art industries. For
the staff member from Inside-Out Art Museum, these unique talent requirements were geared
toward academic production: “Sustainable development also means that private art museums
must continue to cultivate professional talents capable of academic production.” [“FJ FFZLI1 A&
R, SRR R AW BRI AT SR B AL . )

But academic knowledge was not the only important talent for operational success, as the
individual from 3723 Art Museum pointed out. A keen understanding of logistics was likewise
necessary:

The art museum is a very professional institution, and it should be run in a professional

way. In terms of management, you can be in charge of administration, personnel, and

finance. In some professional areas of the art museum, such as curatorial, academic,
collection, education, even exhibition arrangement, mounting, insurance, and
transportation, all aspects are professional. Let’s take an example. If you send an artwork
now, do you dare to use Shunfeng Express? You need a professional art logistics
company. Although there are many things on the surface that are similar to traditional
industries, it must have its own art logistics, the design is art design, and the exhibition is

art exhibition, not to mention the academic research. It is just a brochure, they are all
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professional publishing, not that kind of magazine publishing. So, we must respect the

profession and have a professional team to do it in the professional field. [3E RTE & —
JE IR, BRI T 7 SR MEEAR TR, AN W B AR LL 2o

B NF. W55, S RIGIE AT, thinii s, SR, W, #E,

TR ATRE . Rk LRI, B, PrA RS DI EGE R, JATEAE T, AR
IUAEZF A — ARV, IREAIRES 2 REH L Z AR A R & BRI 1 F
IRZARVUIREGAT I RIEN), B8 —EHHOCREARYNR, wtRZARE T, &
R EARERR, BEARIRMZER SR wie—NEAN, ATERZE LkE
i, FEAR I A2 E R . BT R B L, 78T b Ak Py EE L ]
BAAARL . ]

As it was clear the rapid growth of the private art museum industry has called for new
requirements in the types of professional talents of current art museums, the notion a talented
professional was one who effectively integrated academic knowledge with practical
considerations was a theme that ran across participant responses. For example, as the individual
from Inside-Out Art Museum noted, “We need to have enough professionals with planning

capabilities to support our own professionalism and achieve comprehensive specialization in
academics, professions, and management.” [“FRAI 175 EH W H KLGE T N A, X
FASME, MEESAR, Dl BEE LA, ]

The staff member from A4 Art Museum placed a higher value on an understanding of
pragmatic concerns than on a “disciplined profession,” stating,

What we need is a profession that faces real problems and real people, not a disciplined

profession. How well the lights in the museum are adjusted, how beautifully the
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museum’s articles are written, how standardized the museum’s documentation center’s
archiving is, these are only narrowly defined professions, and it’s something we need to
do. But the broader point is that these talents have to understand why they do what they
do. Then they need to put in more specialized work for this, and this process of
refinement is more important. [FRA 775 2 1 A2 M0 35 52 1) AN B S AFFER £k, A
e MERMLE L. AR IHRE 20, EARERNESERAEZER, £AR
TESCHR OB E R IH R 205G, 1R FOR B R, B R R A L. E
FE BT SCHIRAS IR N R B R PR A AR Afif. BA YRR E AT 2
VR TR, XA LRI R R . ]

Some of the art museum professionals featured in this study noted the rapid growth of the art

museum industry had forced a reorganization of their staffing structure, but in doing so, has

prompted the staff to acquire new professional talents. As Rockbund Art Museum shared,
From the perspective of our organizational structure, we still don’t have enough
manpower, especially people who are professional in the art market. Due to professional
limitations, doing these things does not seem to be our strong point, so we are still
learning. . . But now I am also asking our operational colleagues to learn more and try

more, for example, to explore some aspects of marketing. [ AFRATTZLZRZEM) SR E, FeAlT
ANTFIER—A, FalREAMERTT ST LWRIN . Tl A RE], HeXLssR
PEAF R AN KR TRATI BRI, AFRA BEAE S ). . AHIAER WAL IR E [F]

HE RPN, A i E X T T 2 R R . ]

As this excerpt illustrated, organizational restructuring may provide invaluable opportunities not

for recruiting new talent but developing talent from within.
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In short, according to participants, achieving sustainability entailed recruiting the right
kind of personnel. The participants depicted their ideal workforce as one comprised of those who
had an eye for logistics and degree of pragmatism. Yet, with staffing shortages being a constant
concern, this may be difficult to do.

Private Art Museums’ Operating Mechanisms

As outlined before, private art museums have a complicated relationship with their parent
companies and founders, so it is common for private art museums to rely on individuals at the
center of their operational mechanisms. However, a number of interviewees believed this method
of operation was unhealthy for the long-term development of art museums. If the founder’s or
company leader’ s perception was limited, it is hard to expect much of a breakthrough in the
museum, as the interviewee from 3723 Art Museum explained:

Our first-generation private art museums are almost always centered on company

investors, because only the company owners are willing to spend money on an art

museum. There are many art museums where the boss is the owner, although there are
curators, academic curators, exhibition department and academic department in the art

museum. But these are useless, in the end the boss can decide with a word. [ A/ 155—

FRB IR 2R L T2 Bl 457 e, B U 2B R 2 %

ARG REZXAREEZWZXARBERIEE, BARARERAERK, ZRERK, BRI

i, AR (HIXER A, & EmR—)1k. ]

Similarly, other interviewees pointed out shortcomings of the centralized mechanism focused on
a particular owner or parent company. As the individual from A4 Art Museum further related,

If an art museum does not have its own vitality, it spreads out around a center. For

example, there is one person who keeps pulling all the people. This is problematic
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because the state of this person will affect the state of everyone. [ —/NEARTEUI R A

HES WA, ERBSE —MHOEKE. HInisE AN —BEESIEFERERA.

XRAREE, FAXAN NFPRES S0 PTE NFPRES. ]
In contrast to the centralized mechanisms currently in place, interviewees called for a healthier
and more long-term sustainable operating mechanism, such as one rooted in a decentralized
model. In such a model, operating mechanisms are not centered around individuals or parent

companies, but rather geared toward socialization. As the interviewee from Inside-Out Art
Museum elaborated, “Art museums should establish their own good mechanisms to ensure the
continued operation of private art museums.” [“FEARTE R Z L H & REFRIALE], CLORIER
EEARENRLEEE,
Likewise, the respondent from 3723 Art Museum further explained what this
decentralized model stipulated or entailed:
Being an art museum is supposed to be social and neutral. You can be an investor, but
museums can’t be tied too much with the parent company. Just because you’re good
today doesn’t mean you’ll be good in 10 years. . . Art museums have to set up your

mechanisms right from the start to ensure that funding sources are diversified to attract
more like-minded people. [3¢ RIEHIN iZ AR, LR ARAT AR DY H
BN, AEARABEERBEA F] S AN ARIE . IRS FAREF ARFEIR 10 F i REf. .. 56
ARIE— I 06 WS LIRS, RERIER e RIRH 2 ootl, Wl 2 1 & FTE
BRI ]

One means operating mechanisms become more socialized is through establishment of academic

committees, which would open up the museum’s decision-making processes related to art
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production to experts in the field. Among the museums represented in this study, A4 Art
Museum presented an interesting case for analysis. As a museum with a parent company behind
it, A4 Art Museum adopted a professional management mechanism for its art production and
public programs, thus avoiding accusations of subjectivity and bias by running proposals and
implementation of its programs through a pool of diverse museum staff and societal consultants.
In the case of A4 Art Museum, program managers act as advocates, or as they were called here,
“representatives’:
A4 Art Museum is compatible to the characteristics of its own genes, and a group of
professional managers as a representative to promote the development of the art museum.
Many of the young people working in the art museum were able to incubate their own
small projects in a very short period of time, and some of them had a lot of good
developments in their own field, and we would feel that this force is very much alive. [A4
Art Museum St 25 2 B & FIEEF HREE, 2 — IR B 9 RS 2 AR T
RIBIOBENR . 7826 RV TARROAR 2 4 A REWS (1R RO IRFRE A HH 1 SR NI
AEAEAL B RS AR 2R R R, AT SR B R A L
1o ]
However, A4 Art Museum also related the challenges of this mechanism, which could serve as a
point of reference for other art museums, sharing,
The main difficulty lies in the person’s ability to believe that he himself is capable of
facilitating the connection, and in getting a person to take more responsibility. Because a

lot of people has gotten used to going passive in the system. ['& £ Z A MELE T N EH
REWARS b B QR R RSN IERN, UAEIE D NRKBEEZWIE. FIOVRE
MMl E ARG 2 T L EERZ . ]
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In addition to the decentralization mechanism of art production, most interviewees indicated
supporting decentralization of art museum finances and decision-making through establishment
of a council system. A council system opened up art museum funding resources and decision-
making to society, thus making it conducive to the financial and operational sustainability of
these museums. Even though it was a young museum, 3723 Art Museum already had a council
system in place, and the representative from this museum noted the council system not only
served as a source of financial support, but also as a risk mitigation mechanism, explaining,

Our art museum now has six trustees, and we are constantly expanding and developing

new ones. Even if something goes wrong with one of the trustees’s business or the trustee

personally, and he is no longer able to continue to support our art museum, we lose only
one-sixth of what we have. [FRATEARIEIAER 6 AP, FRATILAEVTIEAN KT (1) 46 e
MUR ST . BRI — AL B ) A el B N T R, At i Ik 25
FFEAISEARTE 7, FATIRIAZ 1/6. ]
Additionally, as many participants did not currently have a board of trustees, approximately half
expressed their desire to implement one in the museum plan for the following year. The
interviewee from How Art Museum pointed out how valuable council systems (or boards of

trustees) had become in recent years, saying, “We used to not need a council or other people to

sponsor our museum, it was all on our own money. Now we need these mechanisms, or you

don’t have the means to support the museum.” [“CLRTEATTE A TLART AR Bl H S,
ANTENFINKED), #AEiEH O LS. RN ZIXLEHLH], SRR IMESL
FERARME. ]
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Similarly, the participant from Macalline Art Center also shared they hope to return to a
private nonenterprise status to further future possibilities of development, and a council system
was an essential part of realizing that goal:

In the future, we hope to establish a young board system, that is, a young association of

young board members. We hope to gather a group of like-minded board members or

young partners, and then raise funds in this way. [FA/ 14 2275 AR K& 57 young board il

FE, 2R young association X Fh A2 H S 16 B . Ay ERetE HE— L&

R B AR, R LSRR . ]

Despite the fact interviewees mentioned the council system was on their institution’s agenda for
museum development, they felt there were many challenges to actually setting the system up and
running it. This sentiment was evident in the following statement from the A4 Art Museum
representative:

It’s not as easy for the council to start doing that in the Southwest area because the

Southwest is not an aggregated system of capital across the country. It needs to be

nurtured slowly, and we’ve nurtured a lot of young trustees now, but there’s still a

process for them to really be able to support art museums in a tangible way. [ HHSTE

PR X TR B I AR 5, RO R X I F AR EE AN — N RER
. EmEERERE, RIMAECERs TRSFRVES, HISMER IR
SEAEAE SO R AREIE TR EA N ]
Similarly, the individual from Bund One Art Museum further pointed out:
There are two sides to a coin. On the one hand, there is a little bit of funding, and on the

other hand, these members of the Board of Directors may have some opinions about

some exhibitions, operation, and control of the site. To deal with these things, it may take
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a big chunk of energy. [ —/M# A MM, —HHA —RES, RI—T7HiXLE
HER G, MaTgext TR, 8. M TIgER, hargids i,
TR LR, W REM S AEEAR K — kG /7. ]
The representative from 3723 Art Museum, an experienced museum with an established council
system, shared reasons why some museums’ council systems do not work very well. This brings
us to particularity of Chinese private art museums. Many private art museums in China were
named after their parent companies or their founders, which maked social groups reluctant to
become involved in these museums. As the participant from 3723 Art Museum explained,
The reason some museums don’t run its council very good is because some art museums
are tied too deeply to its corporate brand, naming the museum in the name of the parent

company. For example, why would I, as a third party, want to join the museum council
named by the parent company behind you? [ KX ¥H L0 E W FEF AR 41 S5 4
e O BISEARTE BRE 0 Al R AR IR TR 1, AR SEARTE R 44 B2 k. b
mn, BAEAN—ADE=TT, BT AEZBIRBRRAF AR ARES AT ]
As the above quote from the 3723 Art Museum participant demonstrated, museums may not
have a say in who founded them, but they did have some discretion over what companies they
partner with. Given what this respondent has indicated about how a company’s reputation could
“spill over” onto the museum it owns, participants suggested museums should be mindful of
public perception as they moved toward decentralization. That said, they also pointed out
decentralization came with its own set of advantages, and operating mechanisms like council

systems could impart diverse and more objective opinions.
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External Cooperation

Outside of establishing external partnerships for the sake of operational mechanisms like
council systems, Chinese private art museums were looking to partner with commercial art
galleries and other organizations. Whereas once before they might have viewed them as
competition, now private art museums see them as collaborators, as the interviewee from Inside-
Out Art Museum pointed out: “Communication and cooperation between art museums and other
art organizations is something that will have a win-win positive impact.” [“SERTEF LA Z AR
B Z T A5 A4, i R KA T . ]

Almost all of interviewees shared their practice of collaborating with different social
organizations, such as universities, foundations, and other cultural institutions. The primary
means this cooperation occurs is through art research, exhibitions, public programs, and
consignment of artwork. The interviewee from A4 Art Museum detailed the synergistic effects of
such collaboration, stating,

We now have to connect the different ecologies to bring it together, and the university

can use the A4 Art Museum as its research site, while there are a lot of people deeply

involved in it. Then they combine the researchers and participants of the research

together, and this is better. It’s actually more of a partnership. [F A TEILAE ZHIAS[F] AR
SRR, S n e A4 Art Museum {E N B IBF LB, FINAEREZ A
WIERZ5Hp . B2AMATHEIT TR S E M 5E LSRR, XD EES
HERXEZ RPN EFER R ]

Collaborations of this sort could even occur with the most unlikely of partners. For instance, the

representative from JinChen YFM Art Gallery mentioned their institution had collaborated with

a hotel, saying, “We’ve done art exhibitions with our hotel before. And then we do some
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cooperation with the neighborhoods, for example, just with the companies under the
neighborhoods, we do some thematic art tours with them.” [“FA 12 J FFATE JE A VEHEL 2
ARFEN . RJaJATABIE B BT — S E/E, g E i~ ks T — S5 1F,
AT BRAATIE — 2L S ARAE 2R I b R B33l 7]

Bund One Art Museum also once cooperated with a bookstore as a means of generating
revenue for the museum. The staff member from this museum detailed the nature of the
collaboration, saying,

We’re cooperating with Tsutaya Bookstore. The posters and folders of the exhibition

appear in the bookstore, and our exhibition brochures are sold at their bookstore. In this

way our exhibition goes out again, and it’s a drop in the bucket of a little bit of revenue.
[FRATEANL R A AF . J VSR AT T TOAE S R HE B, 3RATT B A A AT TR 45
XEERWHSGER LT, EWRMKER — s . ]
From hotels to bookstores, these private art museums demonstrated a marked interest in ongoing
cooperation with external organizations, yet when it came to state-owned entities, interviewees
found collaboration difficult or altogether impossible. As the staff member from Guangdong
Times Museum related,
Another very big problem for private art museums is the cooperation between private art
museums and state-owned art museums. Needless to say, there is a big difference in their
financial resources, and the barriers to cooperation are also very big. For example, it is

impossible for private art museums to lend any collections from state-owned art museums,

and it is even difficult to cooperate on public programs. [ FE 3 RTEEA —ANIEH KK

I, At P ) RCE SERTE AN A SRV ] (5 o AU B8 e g 22 5 A P i
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T, BRI BERBIRK . Fln IS SEARTE AN AT e A A SRR MO AT (1 58K £
H, HERITHE WG IEEAR AR, ]

Moreover, it became clear during the interviews with penetration of marketization into art
museums, many opportunities for collaborating with the market had arisen. Most of the
representatives from these private art museums reported looking forward to partnering with
different organizations in the future, but this group of professionals expressed concern about
potential for blurred boundaries between commercial cooperation, art production, and
independence of art museums. As the individual from How Art Museum related, “What we’re
going to be thinking about in the future especially is how to go about interacting and
collaborating with these other companies or other organizations.” [“AR KA1 B )L H 2
BRI IR L A b e AL B 5 & 1. 7]

The same degree of hesitation was likewise apparent in the response from the employee
from Macalline Art Center, who endorsed corporate partnerships, but with stipulations, saying,
“We look forward to having opportunities like this with more media and even commercial brands,
and don’t reject this stuff at all. But we have to control the form of cooperation.” [“FAI T34 1
5 Rl S R RO, A MR R . RS I A
fiigEE. 7]

In sum, participating museums are trying out various methods for external cooperation and
present it as a primary factor affecting sustainability of their organizations, particularly with
respect to the social dimension of sustainability.

Space and Field of Art Museums

Discussions of how Chinese private art museums entered the community and how the

community entered these institutions warranted a closer look with regard to the space and field
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these museums inhabited. The space and field of a museum refered to its internal space and
cluster that was formed by the museums in the surrounding neighborhood. It became clear during
the interviews the construction of space and field could affect the flow of visitors to museums,
meaning these aspects are therefore closely connected to audience sustainability. As the
individual from UCCA shared,
All art museums have to form a field. After all, the UCCA in Shanghai is in a relatively
single place. It is difficult for it to form an overall effect like the West Bund. Some
venues are in warehouses or office buildings. It is difficult to create the feeling of an art
museum and the architectural shock of a temple. This is something we particularly lack.
UCCA in Beijing has a lot of additional auras. It is in the 798 Art District, and that place
is very pure. There are many big galleries there, which adds to the overall atmosphere. . .
They all joke about how the black-hearted travel agency carried tourists to visit 798 Art

District. Those tourists wander around inexplicably, but it brings organic visitor numbers.
[EARIEH R ZTE R — M), B RIue e e e — AN R AR i 7, BAR
METE B — MG T R A AR X P N . A TR E QRS B E, BIREE
SIS S AR B A R, SR IR @ SN e 487, XA TR TR R = [
L TAC TG R Z M6, HifE 798 ZARIX, R TR Aie:, HIR%
KHEJERETR, AR T —D5EL . R EAA AR T4, Al TR Du s 1 SE O
RATHE — B —ZE Nhrid kb 21 798, SRJE KA, IRLefpz it /gt si s b, HEf
HARRE. ]

Similarly, JinChen YFM Art Gallery was located in the Honggiao International Business District.

The staff member from this museum detailed how this location affected the flow of visitors,

saying, “Sometimes, travel and business groups often come to stay in hotels near us, and then
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they will bring the group to see our art museum together.” [“F5 I £ 5 445 [ RAT X B ir
IS, B2t o BIR— iR SR TE

In addition to forming clusters in the surrounding neighborhoods, participants used two
other key words to describe construction of spaces and fields inside their different museums:
“living room” and “destination.” These descriptions of the museum spaces showed museums as
tapping into the multifunctionality of such spaces to increase number of visitors they received,
and thereby promoting sustainable development. The interviewee from Rockbund Art Museum
spoke to how their museum capitalized on this versatility of space, saying, “Our art store is no

longer called a store, it’s called a living room. We have coffee sellers here, we can also listen to
music there, and we can also meet people here.” [“FRA T Z ARG JEIAE CEATEEMRE)E T,
MZIT 1 o FEIX B A TA SZommMEE, AT ] DLAEIR L & 2R, o ml DAFESX L X
A M. 7]

The participant from Guangdong Times Museum used the same wording (i.e., “living

room”) to describe their museum’s space: “We call it a cultural living room, or it is more like a

Sohu, which is like an art Disney. There will be a bookstore, coffee shop, video bureau and

multipurpose room.” [“FRATIY ALK T, BLE E H ] T4 Sohu, G2 — N AT E
XEERPRE . A BE, WHT . KB/ EZIEET. 7]

If not a living room, the museum was being portrayed by the interviewees as a destination.
In fact, a number of interviewees expressed their desire to strengthen the museum as a
destination that could attract more visitors and build the museum’s influence in the minds of
visitors. The staff member from How Art Museum likened the museum to other hallmarks of a

destination, saying, “We want to turn our hotel and art museum into a landmark IP of a place.”

[“FRATTAE ELAEFRAT 198 )5 A1 SE AR NE H AR Bl — /N Hu 77 () A5 14 TP ] But for the individual
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from Rockbund Art Museum, the museum is not intended to be landmark of a destination, but

destination itself: “In the future, we may strengthen the museum’s role as a destination in its own
right.” [ “ARKMTE, AT RESINIRIEARTE T ARG IE WA —A B FHIX — T T
,f/Eo ”]

As these interviews show, there is a very close connection between the physical space of a
museum and social space it occupies. Constructing their institutions as something as an exotic
destination or as mundane as a living room could affect the public’s perception of them, and
perception was already been identified as a key concern for sustainability.
Social Impact of Art Museums

Lastly, as previously discussed, the voice of private art museums had become weaker.
Based on where these museums stood within the greater social milieu, the interviewees in this
study presented increasing the social impact of art museums as an important factor for long-term
sustainability. As the individual from Inside-Out Art Museum elaborated,

In the face of an evaluation mechanism that does not distinguish between good and bad,

art museums should not become a game ground for the number of visitors but should

enhance their social influence without losing academic professionalism. [3& A 1H 7E [ X}

RV BLEIT, NAZAE R E TR, EAARK AR AT T

BE5RI 9 H B AR 2 7. ]
Similarly, for the representative from Macalline Art Center, broadening museums’ influence was

a central component of sustainability: “I think the next very important direction is to expand

externally and expand our influence. There is actually a good case for this in China, which is
Aranya’s model.” [“FBEAFHE TR —A TR HE KT FE RS0 AT K0 /). IXAEE

N IHSEHIRGF RSB, e BRI AR 2. ]
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Even though participants reported detesting the market-oriented direction of the industry,
one respondent from Macalline Art Center advocated use of market tools for expanding
museums’ influence, saying,

To expand the influence, you’ll find that it’s really the internet celebrity economy now.

So how do you get along with the celebrity effect and traffic? On the one hand, we

definitely have a certain critical attitude toward the celebrity effect and traffic, but on the

other hand, we have to rely on the power of these and we have to rely on the power of

media and propaganda. We have to deal with these very down-to-earth things. [#~ &1
TR RRXAE, RS KIMIMAER SR M AT, BIREARREILLL? —J7r A 1E
TSR EFFIEAHEAIER R, B — OB CEE B E R . BRI &,
TR s, BATEMBIXLE AR, 2 PRIXREH AR TR TE . ]

The participant from Inside-Out Art Museum elaborated on how exactly museums could make

their voice heard, remarking, “Establishing a high-level image of an art museum as an academic
institution and making itself a part of cultural construction can gradually increase the social
influence of private art museums.” [“%& 373 AVE S /K UERIE AN L S, 1EE RO
TR — R AT LTS I R e RTE At 52 7. 7]

Although most interviewees recognized art production as a way of exerting a greater
social impact, they were eager to see a shift—a shift from gaining greater social impact through
art production to greater social impact through the charisma of the art museum itself. There were
already a handful of participants who reported making such a shift as a means for the future
development. For the individual from 3723 Art Museum, the desire for change came back to

private art museums’ status as subsidiaries of their parent companies:
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It turns out that these art museums serve the corporate brand before, and they should be
transformed into the art museum itself as a brand. This is the art museum’s own
development goal. You should eventually create an art museum’s own brand. And this
brand is actually related to art museums’ positioning. A good art museum in the past and
now may rely on artists or curators or exhibitors or a certain theme. But in 10 or 20 years,

it need to be artists be proud to have exhibitions in an art museum. This is the future

development direction of art museums. [ 5 KIX L 32 ARIE RN T b 1) R AR S5 1
RAZIEAR N FANE H SAE . X2 RARIE BRI KR BAR, RN %4 TiE
—AEARIE HR B . — AN SERTEAE LLATAIRAE SE (1) FT A 2R KBl 5

o

JENBGE TR DI, BIARMERYRN . EE 10 41 20 5, —5E

Pt
[N

REAERARIEME TR, K RRAREARKIIKIETT . ]
In addition to building an identity outside of the one afforded to them by their parent companies,
the individual from Rockbund Art Museum likewise agreed private art museums should not rely
on reputations of individual artists. Instead, they should seek to build their reputation as an
institution:
We now hope that everyone come to the art museum not because they want to see a
certain exhibition by a certain artist. We want to weaken the impact of the specific
exhibition on the audience. We want the audience to go to the museum to encounter some
new ideas, or some new experiences. . . It is better the art museum have a richer
appearance, and they need to be diversity type. Because if we admit that the entire society

and the audience are diverse, then art museums should also be diverse. [FAITHLE A 2K
KENERTERARFNEFETEANZAREZWEAN R, RONEEFH LM AR T
PR AR BRIFE0 /7 o 111 2 A B8 280 56 AR VB AT G — 05 A AB R B A Ul — 38T A
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B . SRARTENZAZ MHE T F IR, EREA D2 EOVBRInR RATK

WML A DGR Z AR, IBARMTENZA 2R, ]

In sum, the respondents almost universally agreed that constructing a more robust social
image was the way to sustainable development. They furthermore elaborated that this may mean
stepping out of the shadow of their parent company. Additionally, although artists with celebrity-
like status could draw in crowds, the participants argued that museum should not use these
artists’ reputation as a crutch, but rather seek to enhance their own reputation.

Conclusion

The primary finding of this study was that professionals from 10 different Chinese
private art museums agreed that sustainable development is a complex and multifaceted concept,
one that was constantly evolving. Participants also noted several competing tensions they had to
navigate, such as those between financial dependence and independence, the quality of the art
and changes in audience preferences, and the desire for longevity, despite a short-lived history
within this country. Additionally, unforeseen disruptions, such as COVID-19, presented yet
another tension, between opportunities and challenges, as it provided museums with the
opportunity to reinvent themselves. It was also under the pressure of this mercurial external
environment that the private art museums were constructing and exploring sustainable
development that was not limited to the economic, cultural, and social dimensions. In the next
chapter, I discuss the findings, limitations, and implications of this study, as well as areas for

future research.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR
PRACTICE

The purpose of this study was to explore the sustainable development of 10 Chinese
private art museums. It aimed to answer the following research questions:
1. In a complex and changing social environment, how do art museum professionals view
the sustainable development of private art museums in China?
2. What factors affect the sustainable development of China’s private art museums?
For the purposes of this study, the sustainable development of museums was categorized
according to three dimensions: economic, social, and cultural. Using narrative inquiry as the
methodological approach, this study analyzed various documents, in-depth semistructured
interviews, and researcher’s reflective notes to identify themes related to sustainability that were
present across these data. In this chapter, I discuss the findings of this study by drawing
connections between data generated and extant literature on sustainable development of private
art museums in China and museums globally. This chapter summarizes key findings according to
the framework employed in this study. It then proceeds to consider the practical implications of
these findings for (a) private art museums, (b), the government and policymakers, (c) art
museum audiences, and (d) educational institutions. This chapter then acknowledges the
limitations of the study and presents suggested areas for future research.
Discussion of Findings
This study used Stylianou-Lambert et al.’s (2014) theoretical model for conceptualizing

the sustainable development of museums according to the intersecting dimensions of social,
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cultural, and economic factors.! The central tenet of this theoretical model is sustainable
development of museums requires museum professionals to balance competing needs in these
different realms. Results of this study indicate museums in different regions throughout China
need to adapt to and renegotiate a model of sustainable development that works for them rather
than adhere to a one-size-fits-all approach. Analyzing these interview narratives provided
insights into private art museums’ understandings of the concept of sustainable development and
factors that influence their operations and practice as museums attempt to achieve it.

The findings from this study are discussed in more detail next and in the context of the
existing literature. These findings and are divided into three categories, each of which represents
its own section: (1) cultural factors impacting Chinese private art museum sustainability, (2)
social factors impacting Chinese private art museum sustainability, and (3) economic factors
impacting Chinese private art museum sustainability. The first of these sections examines the
notion of sustainability as a culturally specific concept and considers where Western models fall
short when applied in a distinctly Eastern context. The following section discusses social factors
influencing these museums’ sustainability, such as audience preferences and the COVID-19
pandemic. Finally, the last section outlines economic factors affecting museum sustainability,
particularly as they relate to funding sources, market orientations, and government support.
Cultural Factors Impacting Chinese Private Art Museum Sustainability

This study found there are four main differences between the sustainable development of
private art museums in China and the West, suggesting that a successful model of sustainable
development may therefore be a culturally specific one. The following sections examine each of

these differences in depth.

! The original model also includes an environmental dimension, which has been excluded from this study for
reasons aforementioned.
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The “Genes” of the Private Art Museums

This study provided valuable insights into how private art museums in China view
sustainable development. Findings emphasize interpreting sustainable development along the
lines of development status, length of time the museum has been operating, perceived social
purpose and function, and institutional identity, all of which differ from Western perspectives.
Western understandings of sustainable development have primarily interpreted the concept in the
context of environmental concerns (Ernst et al., 2016; Logan & Sutter, 2012; Pop & Borza,
2016a), institution’s economic viability (Pop & Borza, 2014a; Pop & Sabou, 2013), and ongoing
service to the public (Brown, 2019; Hudson, 1998; Lord et al., 2012; Pencarelli et al., 2016).
However, the Chinese private art museum professionals interviewed emphasized other issues,
ones more germane to the Chinese context. First, in China, sustainable development is clearly
linked to the sociopolitical landscape of the country and museum’s individual “genes”—that is,
their institutional origins and legacy.

Although the literature often accounts for the institutional history of certain museums
(see Coman & Casey, 2020), such examinations of the genes of private art museums in China
remains underrepresented. Moreover, even fewer studies seek to understand the interplay
between museums’ genes and sustainable development through the words of their own staff,
making this study an important part of filling in this relative gap in the scholarship. The few
references to “genes” in a museum context that are present in the literature describe the
“genealogy” of museums in very abstract terms.

For instance, Lord (2006) adopted a Foucauldian standpoint to argue “The role of the
‘genealogical’ museum would be to record the history of the emergence of different

interpretations” (p. 11). Similarly, Meringolo (2012) adopted an equally macro perspective in his
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book, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New Genealogy of Public History.
For this study’s participants, though, genes does not reference large-scale social movements, but
rather, the specific histories of their parent companies and founders.

The results of this study showed genes of Chinese private art museums, such as the
resources the parent company possesses and advantages (or disadvantages) conveyed by the
museum’s geographical location, exert a greater influence in this context. As the participants
explained, for museums to know where they are going (ideally, toward sustainability), they must
know where they came from. Put simply, museums must analyze their own genes or reflect upon
their own individual circumstances. Doing so is more conducive to sustainable development, as
these museums may be able to better set up a position in line with their own genes, giving full
play to their strengths, and simultaneously avoiding the associated weaknesses.

One advantage private art museums may wish to utilize developing their strategies for
sustainability include defining an identity for themselves as the public is not familiar with the
role or function of private art museums. Many participants attributed the problem of perception
surrounding their organizations to the fact they were still early in their development. Their
comments about how private art museums are in their exploratory stages, or in their infancy, are
very interesting on a few fronts

For one, as these individuals represent various art museums, they are in some ways
accountable for the fact art museums have not achieved sustainability and are still on the
periphery of society. Therefore, claiming these art museums are still in their exploratory stages
may be a way of defending both themselves and their museums for their relative lack of success
so far. Second, presenting these museums in their exploratory or initial phases implies the

potential for future growth, and this future orientation is consistent with most international
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organizations’ definition of the concept, such as the one offered by the United Nations (United
Nations Bundtland Commission, 1987).

Finally, the one participant’s (from How Art Museum) response likening these museums
to a “baby can’t drink milk. But trying drink more and become into a giant baby” invites
questions about what the milk is. Unpacking this respondent’s metaphor, one is prompted to
inquire as to what it is will allow these museums to grow (i.e., “to get bigger”™). Is it greater
funding? Is it revised perceptions of the role and purpose of private art museums in society? In
other words, the question these participants are asking is, What mechanisms will allow these
museums to continue their explorations so as to become sustainable?

From the participant interviews, it becomes clear private art museums in China suffer
from a perceptual problem that the public considers them as for-profit businesses rather than
nonprofits working for the good of society. This is problematic, as it may diminish willingness of
visitors to support the museum through financial donations or other types of advocacies. This
problem is evident in the comments from the individual representing Guangdong Times Museum,
who presented current understandings of private art museums as oppositional to sustainability,
and ultimately concluded they did not “think any art museum is sustainable.”

These comments add to the discussion on the ambivalent public perceptions of museums
in China, as illustrated by Jin and Min’s (2021) article entitled, “Public Benefits or Commercial
Gains: Chinese Museums’ Online Activities in the COVID-19 Age.” It is clear from these
comments there needs to be change in terms of the way private museums are perceived in China.
Perhaps also in the way they develop their operations that are geared toward addressing the
interests or concerns of the public. However, these misguided public perceptions may stem from

the fact sustainability and long-term private art museum development is still in their nascent
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stages. But because private art museums in China are still in their exploratory stages, these
organizations may be granted a degree of freedom to carve out the direction of their organization,
even if they presently lack the cultural capital to do so because of their nascent status.

Museums may want to craft their development plans to avoid include overly attempting
to cater to audiences’ tastes and comprehension level and relying on a single source of funding
(i.e., through their parent company). With respect to a lack of understanding of among the public
in China, there seems to be some confusion about the definition of private art museums,
including the social function they serve, which represents a significant barrier to sustainability.
This suggests discussions of the sustainable development of private art museums need to keep
returning to the identity and status of private art museums as nonprofit and nonenterprise
organizations dedicated to the public welfare. Having these discussions would therefore entail
museum professionals reflecting further on their own definitions of private art museums to then
raise awareness among the general public. Another disadvantage pertains to the need to maintain
a healthy relationship with the museum’s parent company, which is often entails exchanging
financial support for control over content.

By detailing how participants attempted to merge museums’ history (i.e., their genes)
with their goals for sustainability, this study adds to the body of literature seeking to do much the
same. An example of such work is Leifeste and Stiefel (2018)’s book, which looked at how
heritage preservation and sustainability can be simultaneously achieved. Adopting a broad
interpretation of heritage so to include genes of a specific museum, this study’s participants can
be seen as doing something similar, preserving their organizational heritage and still meeting the

demands of sustainability.
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Balancing this dual concern for change in the interest of sustainability and remaining
faithful to one’s roots or genes relates to participants’ discussion of short- and long-term
organizational success. In their interviews, participants indicated the museum’s focus and issues
deemed relevant will differ based on whether or not they are working toward achieving
sustainability in the near future or over a longer period. Short-term success is mainly described in
relation to the economic and social dimensions (Pop & Borza, 2014b; Pop & Sabou, 2013), and
framed by participants as “easy,” but also in terms of a “boom” (and bust). However, long-term
success was repeatedly described as hard, but as also having greater potential in promoting these
museums’ staying power. Therefore, based on the insights garnered from participant interviews,
sustainable development of private art museums will also likely involve assessing this sector’s
current stage of development, setting goals for short- and long-term development, and then
strategizing how to realize such goals and adhere to the definition of private art museums
established.

Cultural Governance Structures

A central component of how these museums orient toward sustainability is how they have
been impeded or constrained by cultural governance in China. This study provides valuable
insights into external mechanisms, business models, and supporting infrastructures of public
culture via private art museums in China, which are fundamentally different from the West.
Chinese and Western art museums differ in their implementation of sustainable development,
primarily because in China, the government oversees many aspects related to the museum’s
identity, economy, and art production (Lu, 2014). First, when compared to the West, China lacks
comprehensive policies related to art museums. This lack of supportive or protective policies

becomes even more problematic when one considers China’s donation and tax exemption system
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is complex and not easy to navigate (ARTDBL, 2023a; De Nigris, 2018; Hi Art, 2023; L. K.
Zhao et al., 2020).

Additionally, as several studies have examined government oversight of private art
museums (see Ho, 2019; X. Liu, 2019), this study adopts a more in-depth approach at examining
how the status of private nonenterprise social organizations, which is a policy unique to China,
exerts a bearing on these museums’ sustainable development; for the few museums able to
achieve this designation, it is very advantageous to development, but for those institutions that
lack this designation, this policy represents a significant barrier. However, addressing the
inequities between those institutions that are able to receive this status (and thus the benefits that
go with them) and those museums that are unable to will be more conducive to sustainable
development of the sector as a whole.

In addition, the government’s control of ideology through art chosen to be included in
museum programs has a profound impact on the art production of museums. Ideology, in this
case, refers to a way of thinking or set of beliefs, which may or may not be in line with
nationalistic ideals. Therefore, this study adds to an expansive body of literature detailing
government control over museum content in China, including Varutti’s (2014) examination of
museums as sites for contesting the politics of representation in the post-Mao era. However, this
study’s unique contribution is it looks at government censorship and curatorial autonomy
through the distinct lens of sustainability. Museums’ concerns over whether or not their
programs align with national ideals can give rise to uncertainty when it comes to sustainable
development. However, results of the study reveal how government-sanctioned ideologies can be
contradicted or otherwise at odds with production of art for broader audiences with their own set

of evolving preferences.
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Considering findings from participant responses, there seems to be a pronounced tension
at play. On the one hand, respondents in this study have called for greater government
involvement in the form of supportive laws, policies, and funding. On the other hand, they have
also called for reduced involvement in the form of censorship. Achieving sustainability may thus
necessitate navigating these difficult and often competing tensions. In their book Curating Under
Pressure, Marstine and Mitcheva (2020) describe censorship of the Chinese government over
museum content as “omnipresent” and “overt” (p. 8). Authors also seem to suggest this
censorship is not going anywhere anytime soon. Therefore, if Chinese art museums are interested
in sustainable development, then having conversations as to how to navigate such censorship
may be necessary.

Social Factors Impacting Chinese Private Art Museum Sustainability

Findings from this study demonstrate at this stage of the implementation of social
sustainability, Chinese private art museums are becoming increasingly audience centered. In
their interviews, participants emphasized audience cultivation, expansion, and activation.
Additionally, inclusiveness, a great concern to organizations in the West, as evidenced by the
work of Coleman (2015) and Eardley et al. (2022), for example, has yet to be thoroughly
integrated into sustainability plans in China.

Inclusiveness, as it is referred to by the Chinese museum professional in this study,
focuses on socially marginalized groups and economically underdeveloped regions. For this
individual, inclusiveness is central not only expanding audience bases, but development in the
long-term. However, the museum professional who did reference inclusiveness did not draw
connections between inclusiveness and art museums’ economic dimensions, something

commonly done in the West (Maleuvre, 2012).

219



In Western contexts, inclusion focuses more on providing services for people with
disabilities, with access for people with disabilities serving as a critical criterion for cultural
funding (Weisen, 2020). Inclusiveness in art museums has been extensively cited as a key social
factor contributing to sustainable development of museums (Logan & Sutter, 2012; Pencarelli et
al., 2016; Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014). So, as inclusiveness may be understood differently in
China and the West, and hold different implications in each context, with increasing
globalization, it may acquire greater significance for the sustainability of Chinese private art
museums in the years to come.

Although study participants may not have universally attended to including diverse
audiences, they did nonetheless demonstrate an audience-centered orientation. This study
detailed reasons why museum professionals focus on audience cultivation, pointing out their
efforts are determined by realities of China’s societal context, challenges faced by audiences in
today’s commercialized world, and ethical obligations of art museums as they attempt to grow
their operations. The literature contends the number of visitors brought into the museum is
directly related to the source and amount of funding it receives (P. Johnson & Thomas, 1998).
This is perhaps why participants were so concerned with audience expansion and activation, and
establishing greater communication and fostering dialogue with the external communities.
Especially in the postpandemic era, museum professionals discussed methods for promoting
museum loyalty, such as by attempting to reach younger audiences.

Almost across the board, participants indicated the museum should consider their
audience base when implementing sustainable development initiatives. The different history of
the development of museums in China and the West has resulted in a drastically different

audience base for museums in each context. Therefore, in their implementation of sustainable
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development, respondents suggested private art museums first assess their audience base.
Assessing falls short of catering to, as many of the study’s respondents expressed concerns about
the shallow cultural consumption preferences of today’s audiences. This brings me to another
noteworthy finding from participants’ interviews, which relates to the disconnect between
contemporary art and museums’ audiences.

As several interviewees pointed out, specifically one from Rockbund Art Museum, after
museum staff decided they would not design for the commodification and mass consumption of
art, audiences were described “complaining” or “can’t understand.” This finding invites
discussions of how the trend toward cultural consumption aligns with the trend in museum
studies to be more audience-centric (Di Pietro et al., 2014). In other words, are museums
obligated to cater to audiences’ wishes when those wishes would promote the view of art as a
commodity? Furthermore, it is also worth pointing out as the contradictions inherent in
participants’ responses indicate, one possible reason for this disconnect is due to the very fact
they are wary of offering content dictated by audience preferences. As Chinese audiences have a
different degree of knowledge and familiarity with contemporary art than those in the West, this
study’s findings suggest Chinese private art museums should consider methods for helping
Chinese audiences better understand museum content, thereby bridging this disconnect.

These responses build upon earlier discussions of museums’ genes, and their identity,
institutional positioning, and public perceptions of museums. As it concerns genealogy, one
might ask, Is an organization’s identity always bound to that of its parent company or founder?
Furthermore, if museums’ identities are evolving, who steers the direction of that identity—the

audience or the museum staff?
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CovVID-19

This study’s findings also provided deeper insights into the COVID-19 pandemic as a
social factor affecting sustainable development of art museums. Some of the Chinese private art
museums that closed during the pandemic still have not reopened, such as the Guangdong Times
Museum, which speaks to the pandemic’s long-lasting impact on this sector. At the same time
for many of the participants, COVID-19 was a thing of the past. Perhaps it is because mandatory
lockdowns have been lifted and push for mass vaccination has also warned COVID-19 does not
seem to hold the same connotation as an absolute and perilous threat for participants, whereas it
once had. For many of the cultural institutions represented in this study, COVID-19 appeared to
be an event of the past that can be forgotten. Whether they choose to forget it or not, findings of
this study also suggest these cultural institutions can learn from the innovativeness and
alternative models of operation they resorted to during the pandemic to remain sustainable.

To elaborate, participants in this study did not discuss the impact of COVID-19 in
exclusively negative terms. In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, representatives from private
art museums emphasized an aspiration to engage in dialogue and communication with other
organizations and with the world at large. Participants portrayed the pandemic as an opportunity
for innovation by experimenting with new modes of content delivery. Therefore this study builds
upon previous work likewise detailing the opportunities COVID-19 presented to museums, such
as those by Bertazzoni (2021) and Giusti (2024). Another study by Crooke (2020) found in the
case of UK-based museums, COVID-19 prompted these institutions to develop new
programming that led to increased audience engagement and positioned museums as versatile

and relevant in times of crisis.
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Space

Space, both literal and figurative, was also presented as a key concern for sustainability
by participants. As it concerns the social space afforded to these museums, this study found
private art museums have a strong vision and desire to expand their influence, which directly
stems from their more peripheral social location in the cultural landscape in China. Previous
research has explored private art museums’ efforts to engage audiences by adding to the visitor
experience (Camarero et al., 2011; Walker, 2019). Through its attention to methods of audience
cultivation and activation, results of this study suggest a developmental path for private art
museums to construct themselves as influential brands, and increase the influence of the private
art museum sector as whole, thus aiding in sustainable development.

But according to participants interviewed in this study, it was not just the social space
granted to museums that was a concern, but physical space they inhabited as well. Findings of
this study suggest private art museums are focused on construction of museums as spaces with
multiple functions and methods for rendering the art museum as a destination in its own right.
This contrasts with previous studies in which private art museums’ attention to space has been
largely concerned with creating an architectural marvel (Frey & Meier, 2002). Findings of this
study emphasize construction of space and field has a close relationship with audience
sustainability, thus providing a future direction for sustainable development of private art
museums.

Economic Factors Impacting Chinese Private Art Museum Sustainability

Closely related to COVID-19 is the economic downturn it induced, which brings me to

the next influential factor of sustainability addressed by the museum professionals: economic

environment. These individuals indicated economic environment and governance structures
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discussed in the previous sections were two of the most influential factors in sustainable
development implementation. Findings support previous literature that art museums globally are
facing limited funding and higher cost pressures (Atkinson, 2024; Weide, 2011), and changes in
the economic environment are also a global concern (Lindqvist, 2012; Pop & Borza, 2016a;
Silberman, 2020), not just one affecting Western institution.

Marketization of the Art Industry

Findings of the study show in addition to the challenges brought on by the economic
environment and unexpected opportunities presented by COVID-19, marketization of the art
industry was addressed as another important factor of sustainability. According to participants,
museums’ market orientation and commercialization were a primary method for attempting to
meet their financial goals, which is consistent with what others have found (e.g., Ekstrom, 2019;
Pop & Borza, 2016a; Toepler & Dewees, 2005). But results of this study highlighted how the
marketization of the art industry resulted not only in adoption of more market-oriented
operations, such as high admission fees for exhibitions, but also shallow cultural consumption
among audiences.

However, as Ekstrom (2019) noted in her book, Museum Marketization: Cultural
Institutions in the Neoliberal Era, marketization of the art industry and superficial engagement
with curations is not a new phenomenon. With emergence of pop artists like Andy Warhol in the
1960s, “in a world of high-end consumption,” distinction between “fine art and mass-produced
commodities” became blurred (Witkowski, 2021, p. 427). Furthermore, such marketization
creates intense competition in the museum sector, with different institutions relying on practices
the participants frame as questionable to attract visitors. For instance, participants cited

dissemination of copies of original artwork on social media as a means to lure in audiences as
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one example. Such practices, in turn, contribute to the public’s confusion over private art
museums as a nonprofit cultural institution, as opposed to for-profit businesses. This confusion
over what the museum is or does weakens their collective voice in society. Malaro (1994)
advised museums look to professional ethical codes to guide their operations to avoid
“weakening the integrity of the nonprofit sector and public confidence” (p. 30).

In sum, considering the effects of marketization participants discussed, this study can
therefore be seen as supporting the literature that argues marketization and corporatization can
have a negative impact on the social dimension of sustainable development (DesRoches, 2015;
Palumbo et al., 2022; Toepler & Dewees, 2005). In light of the fragile status of private art
museums in the public eye, and as indicated in this study, private art museums are becoming
increasingly wary of marketization as they look toward sustainability. Referring back to the
discussion of cultural governance, one method for alleviating such confusion amid marketization
would involve providing greater access to securing nonprofit status.

Toepler (2006) claimed museums like the Met and the Smithsonian are experiencing a
decline in retail sales, signaling a trend toward decommercialization. As results of this study do
not suggest private art museums in China are part of that trend, if it is impending, seeking
nonprofit status could impart greater chances at sustainability. As Worts (2016) noted, in the past
few decades, as for-profit corporations have witnessed a boom, private foundations and the
government have redirected increased amount of funds to nonprofit entities, suggesting there is
security and growth with such a designation.

From these interview excerpts, a few important points of consideration emerge. First,
assuming intention, institutional identity, and organizational culture are all important elements of

sustainable development, both museum staff and their founders/owners may wish to reflect on

225



their reasons for starting the museum before deciding where they go from here. Second, these
comments provide insights into the ongoing debate (as exemplified by Kwok and Garlandini’s
(2019) work, for instance) over how much control owners of private museums can (or should) be
able to have. Finally, it is also worth keeping in mind as one participant pointed out, there are
other individuals, like museum directors, who also exert a great influence on the organization’s
development.

Funding of Private Art Museums

Findings from this study demonstrated one of the main internal changes private art
museums in China are making is through advance budget planning, establishing self-financing
mechanisms, and securing the public funds needed to support private art museums to implement
economic sustainability. These findings support the literature on economic sustainability that
calls for the need for a rational allocation of the museum’s budget (Picek et al., 2021), and to
generate additional streams of revenue from a variety of sources (Kolbe et al., 2022; Luksetich &
Partridge, 1997). However, as the previous section illustrates, museums may wish to exercise
caution when seeking additional sources of revenue through commercialization activities and
marketization efforts.

Participants in this study emphasized the need for private art museums to pay greater
attention to the boundaries of self-financing. In other words, as they see it, self-financing should
not deviate from art museums’ identity as a nonprofit and should seek to balance the self-
financing function with the quality of art production. Additionally, most participants mentioned
foundations as a primary method to solve the economic problems of museums, whereby
museums can use public funds to support their operations. However, as participants continually

reminded, in the West, foundations are based on a completely different legal system and a long
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tradition of public donations. This raises the question of how Chinese private art museums can
explore the establishment of public funds to support private art museums under the reality of a
less-than-favorable system and tradition of donation in China.

In the literature, Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014) presented cultural employment,
revitalization of the local economy, and other elements as conducive to economic sustainability.
However, in my research, none of these issues were mentioned by any of the participants, which
reflects differences between private art museums and museums broadly conceived in terms of
both scale and mode of operation. For example, participants from private art museums are just
now attempting to move toward establishing independent council systems. However, in the West,
such an operating model has been in place for several decades (Franco, 2017; Olofsson, 1977).
For example, Stylianou-Lambert et al.’s (2014) study was set in Cyprus, where a comparable
model is well-established. It is possible once a more distributed museum leadership and
administrative model becomes more commonplace among private art museums in China,
museum staff may look to more systemic factors related to sustainability, such as those cited by
Stylianou-Lambert et al. (2014).

In sum, an operating mechanism that is more distributed in nature may further facilitate a
healthy relationship, characterized by firm boundaries over curation between museums and their
parent companies and thus help these museums to move toward long-term sustainable
development. In addition, such a model provides greater opportunity for interinstitutional
collaboration, as multiple foundations, agencies, and committees come together to inform the
future direction of the private art museum. In the literature, increased collaboration is presented
as an asset that will allow private art museums to increase their impact and solve certain crises

on an economic and cultural level (Kolbe et al., 2022; Pop & Borza, 2015). This study shows
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collaboration with different organizations is one of the focuses of private art museums in China,
both now and in the future.
Summary

These findings represent key differences distinguishing the concerns this group of
professionals have from those of their Western or global counterparts. Such differences are
largely attributable to the unique economic, cultural, and social conditions of China. For example,
concerns for government censorship are not experienced to the same extent by museum
professionals in the West. Differences in government classifications between China and the West
have led to private art museums in China adopting a different development model from the West.
For example, receiving culturally specific designation of a nonenterprise social organization is a
complex undertaking, which has led many of these museums to instead turn toward
marketization and a business model that makes them more susceptible to whims of their founders
and parent companies.

Overall, this study contributes to the literature on museum sustainable development by
providing a more nuanced understanding of sustainable development in Chinese private art
museums. This understanding is characterized by numerous tensions Chinese private art
museums must navigate—tensions that may not be as pronounced in a social context where such
museums are state-funded and have a well-established history and identity. Some of these
tensions include greater financial stability, but at the same time, control over art production; less
government control, yet more government support through legislation and subsidies; and catering
to audience preferences and maintaining the integrity and quality of the artistic productions.

Sustainable development of private art museums is a complex issue in China, and one

that resists understanding through an exclusively Western lens. The private art museum scene in
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China is in a transformative stage, one attempting to intertwine old and new, tradition and
progress, external and internal concerns, limitations and possibilities. Contrary to what is
indicated by the existing literature, findings from this study indicate, in addition to economic,
social, and cultural dimensions, there are many other factors that affect sustainable development
of private art museums. Sustainable development of private art museums may also be shifting
from external demands to place a greater emphasis on the museums’ own development in an
environment filled with uncertainty. Overall, this study contributes to the literature by presenting
a model for analyzing the sustainability of private art museums in China that is inherently
culturally specific.
Implications for Practice

Results of this study showed sustainable development of private art museums in China is
in an exploratory stage, rife with complex and multifaceted issues. Thus, private art museums
need to be prepared for the complex external environment, but also to construct and explore
sustainable development independently, to gradually increase the social influence of private art
museums in the country. Based on the participants’ narratives, findings suggest the sustainable
development of private art museums in China involves not only private art museums themselves,
but also the government and policymakers, various audiences, educational institutions, and joint
stakeholders.
Implications for Private Art Museums

First, Chinese private art museums should aim to achieve sustainable development by
attending to perspectives of museum professionals, genes of private art museums, cultural
governance structures, and social context in which these private art museums are situated. It may

be helpful for private art museums to adopt a culturally specific model to implement additional
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strategies for sustainable development of these local museums by considering characteristics of
the Chinese context. One way this might be accomplished is by surveying prospective audiences
on their understandings of private art museums and then tailoring development initiatives to
these beliefs.

Second, it is important to consider external uncertainties and to prepare for them, such as
the COVID-19 pandemic and other unforeseeable social issues. Even though the COVID-19
pandemic is an event of the past, it may be helpful for private art museums to seriously reflect on
what they have learned from the pandemic to meet the challenges they may have to face in the
future. Additionally, museums might also see a place for implementing changes to delivery and
content brought on by COVID-19, even in times not characterized by crisis, as a way to innovate
for sustainability.

These interviewees’ comments on COVID-19 hold important implications for studies
examining how museum planning factors into sustainability initiatives. COVID-19 is surely not
the last unforeseen event museums will have to grapple with, so as museum staff cannot
anticipate the unexpected, they can anticipate how they will respond to the unexpected.
Participants’ comments that portrayed COVID-19 as a much-needed opportunity for
recalibration supports research like Kasiola and Metaxas (2023), which presented the pandemic
as an event that allowed Greek museums to pursue methods for improvement. Furthermore, even
though COVID-19 brought these issues to the forefront of discussion, funding concerns and
content delivery remain perennial concerns for museums in general, meaning takeaways from
COVID-19 will be applicable to a variety of social contexts down the road.

As these interviews show, an economic downturn, such as the one incited by COVID-19,

may disproportionately affect private art museums as they rely heavily on income from their
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founders’ parent companies. This finding adds to the debate around how funding sources (i.e.,
private vs. public) factors into sustainability efforts. This topic has received a great deal of
attention, with Chmelik’s (2019) Sustainable Revenue for Museums most recently serving as a
prime example. Given how tied private art museums’ funding is to finances of their founders and
their founders’ companies, it may be prudent for them to consider alternative sources of revenue
to ensure their long-term existence.

Another suggestion involves construction and exploration of sustainable development
policies and practices of private art museums, which could be strengthened by addressing
pressures from the external environment, when possible. Thus, recognizing the negative impact
marketization and commodification of the art industry has had on art museums, those working in
museums studies, and museum professionals, may wish to explore methods for balancing their
organization’s commercial interests and their commitment to the greater social good, and work
together to resist shallow cultural consumption. Research shows that the state of an institution’s
finances is one of the main factors for the sustainable development of private art museums (see
Velthuis & Gera, 2024).

Therefore, art museums may wish to consider making annual budgets well in advance,
exploring boundaries between art production and self-financing functions, and resisting the urge
to sacrifice the quality of art production to alleviate financial pressures. Setyagung et al. (2013)
have shown the division between quality of art production and financial stability may be a false
binary. By applying the triple-helix concept of organizational innovation, wherein governments,
academia, and businesses collaborate for cultural preservation (Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2012), they

may be more poised to achieve sustainability.
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Due to the complicated relationship between private art museums and their founders,
private art museums may want to continue to explore how they can improve the construction of
their own professionalization mechanisms, so they can develop independently of corporate or
personal constraints. At the same time, it may be helpful if private art museums continue to
investigate using council systems, academic committees, and methods for promoting the
socialization of funds. As this model is not commonplace, there are still some private museums
in China that have their own foundations designed to support economic sustainability, but the
number of these museums is very small; to illustrate, of all the museums represented in this study,
only the Inside-Out Art Museum has a model like this in place. However, acquiring more
diversified support could better prepare these museums to face society, understand the current
audience, interact with said audiences, and fill the generational gap between the public and
contemporary art through continuous art production and public education.

For a long time, Chinese private art museums relied on the owner/single funder to
establish many well-received private museums and had sufficient funding to prevent them from
having to participate in the marketization typifying the industry. Guangdong Times Art Museum
was a case in point. However, once the owner/single funder exits, the question of how to make
Chinese private art museums economically sustainable remains an unsolved issue. Many private
museums have tried the Western model, which relies on admission fees and commercial ventures
as methods for generating revenue, but the reason they fail is that the revenue accrued represents
a nominal sum compared to the cost of running a museum.

I see three distinct approaches to economic sustainability in the future. First,
owners/single funders will still remain, but a more positive relationship between the parent

companies and museums must be negotiated, one that is collaborative and mutually empowering.
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Second, as the value of art museums continues to be acknowledged, parent companies will set up
foundations to support their respective art museums, or capital can be socialized to set up
foundations to support one or more art museums. Third, art museums themselves should explore
the balance between a commitment to art and the market, thereby exploring a new model of art
museum development, one that does not harm the quality of the museum’s art production, but
also brings in economic income to promote development of the museum.

In addition to more flexible or hybrid financial models, museums may wish to further
reflect on who comprises their audience. Encouraging private art museums to explore
inclusiveness and pay attention to marginalized social groups may bring new audiences and
different perspectives to the museums. Given the previous discussion of globalization, it stands
to reason China will soon attend to inclusiveness in a way similar to the Western world, though
perhaps to a varying extent. Therefore, other museums may wish to use A4 Art Museum as a
model for including diverse audiences in their program designs.

Finally, additional strategies private art museums may find useful are expanding the role
of art museums’ spaces and possible venues for attracting new audiences and promoting urban
renewal, thereby strengthening the construction of art museums as tourist destinations and
increasing their overall competitiveness. In many ways, as participants demonstrated in their
comments, geographic location plays a large role in the museum’s institutional identity. Those
working in the field of museum studies have long been concerned with effective use of space,
with installation art being a classic example. By examining some of the metaphors (e.g., “living
room,” “destination”) these interviewees used to conceptualize the museum space, we can better
imagine the versatile spaces in society that museums may adopt and identities they wish to

fashion for their organizations. As Murray (1904) noted, “Every museum should, as far as
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possible, have a predominant character” (p. 256). It is up to these professionals to collectively
decide what the character of their organization will be. This character, or institutional identity,
will, in turn, affect how museums position themselves with respect to the public.
Implications for Government and Policymakers

Results of this study pointed out sustainable development of private art museums is
affected by external environmental factors, with the government being one of the more relevant
stakeholders mentioned by participants. The government cannot be asked or relied upon to solve
sustainable development of private art museums, but it can provide conditions for their favorable
development by continuously improving cultural governance structures. Governments and
policymakers may find it beneficial to learn more about the current situation of private art
museums, including problems they face. This deeper understanding may then facilitate reviewing
and revising laws and policies regarding donations, tax exemptions, inheritance tax, and other
issues to better support private art museums. With this deeper understanding, governments and
policymakers may also consider streamlining processes for approving and certifying private
nonenterprise social organizations, art museums, and foundations in China, and continue to
provide incentives and support to private art museums in the interest of sustainability.

Achieving the designation of a private nonenterprise entity would do more than just
provide access to financial resources, however. Private nonenterprise units are social
organizations organized by enterprises, institutions, social organizations, and other social forces.
Individual citizens use non-state assets to engage in nonprofit social service activities. But most
museum audiences do not understand what a private non-art museum is and its practical
entailments. The government should do more to convey to the public the significance of private

non-art museums, differentiating exhibition companies and galleries from private non-art
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museum and state-owned art museums. As the following section will show, changing audience
perceptions, including those regarding the official designation of private art museums, is crucial
to their sustainability.

Implications for Art Museum Audiences

As stakeholders in the sustainable development of private art museums, the audience is
also a participant and collaborator in the construction of the museum’s institutional culture.
Some suggestions stemming from the findings related to the audiences of private art museums
are as follows: (a) encourage the audience to learn about the history and current social role of
private art museums in China, and (b) foster the ability to distinguish between art museums,
commercial exhibition companies, and commercial art galleries. Collectively, engaging in these
undertakings will help address the problem of perception plaguing these institutions, and the
issue of audiences’ superficial cultural consumption.

As mentioned, participants’ responses highlighted how important constructing a
particular identity for themselves is for realizing their sustainability goals. One key takeaway
from these responses is greater transparency and clarity needs to be granted to the public
regarding how (a) private art museums differ from art galleries and (b) they are distinguished
from private cultural enterprises. To accomplish this, museums could implement open house
days, where they invite the community in at a free or reduced rate and strategically place staff
throughout the exhibits to answer questions or provide information about the museum’s social
role. Additionally, addressing this problem of perception may, as Mayer (2012) noted,
necessitate debunking myths about museums in the art education sector. Clearing up such
sources of confusion and debate could therefore allow them to adopt an institutional identity that

would enable them to flourish and moreover achieve long-term sustainability.
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Another method of community engagement may be high quality exhibitions and public
art education getting into community. Participants in this study referred to pop-up exhibitions in
the pejorative, claiming them to be feeding into superficial cultural consumption. Pop-
exhibitions are, by definition, ephemeral and temporary. Grant (2015) described them “as part
exhibition, part program, part story potluck” (p. 14). In their responses, some participants seemed
to reject pop-up exhibitions due to their fast-paced nature, and their art production is fragmented
which maybe make deeper misunderstanding of contemporary art to the Chinese audience.
Therefore, high quality exhibition and public art education may be a more preferable option for
bridging sustained audience alliances.

These museums may also be able to more effectively resist pressures of marketization by
exploring different financing options. Participants’ responses touch on several tensions that have
appeared throughout the participant interviews. On the one hand, participants desire greater
financial stability and support for their museums, but on the other, they are skeptical of
marketization and influence of individual investors. One interesting workaround presented by
participants is reducing the scale of the operations. This recommendation from the interviewees
is in line with common adages like “less is more.” By reducing the number of exhibitions offered,
museums may be able to avoid seeking private capital, and disadvantages associated with it.

Additionally, broadening their audiences and reaching greater numbers of people was a
perpetual concern for participants in this study. However, they tended to situate their discussions
at the regional and national level. These museums may wish to explore digitalization trends in
the museum industry to cultivate a more global audience. As P. Li and Li (2019) point out,
digitalization among museums in China is underway, but still lags behind Western institutions.

So, this concept may be an area where private art museums may wish to concentrate their efforts.
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Additionally, A. Li and Chen (2014) presented globalization as an opportunity and threat to
museum development. By employing methods for better reaching a global audience, then,
private art museums may be better poised to achieve sustainability.

Implications for Educational Institutions

Findings of this study revealed many of the problems that private art museums in China
face stem from a lack of knowledge about such museums and art they feature, making them
relevant for educational institutions. First, educational institutions can include knowledge about
art museums and contemporary art in their content to bridge the gap between the audience and
these industries. Second, educational institutions can facilitate integration of private art museums
into Chinese culture by educating the public on practices and problems that arise in the local
context of private art museums. Furthermore, results of the study indicated private art museums
could benefit from specialized teams and talents. If they want to develop sustainably, institutions
of higher education are encouraged to continue to advance education in disciplines that meet the
needs of today’s art museums—especially interdisciplinary fields that span the subjects of art,
management, business, and education—to cultivate multidisciplinary talents suitable for the
sustainable development of today’s art museums.

Talent acquisition and staffing issues are a perennial concern for private art museums, as
indicated in the interviews featured earlier in this study. As these respondents point out, without
sufficient staff for conducting research, quality of their artistic production may suffer, which
would negatively impact their audience following. Recruiting volunteers may represent a
possible solution to solve the problem of staffing and funding constraints in art museums., but
whether volunteers have interdisciplinary skills and qualifications becomes a problem. One

possible solution, as the participants suggest, could be in partnering with universities, as the
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representative from A4 Art Museum mentioned their institution was doing. This way, different
specialties between art museums and colleges and universities form an interdisciplinary dialogue
and cooperation and can jointly participate in the cultivation of composite talents, which is a
mutual win—win.

Therefore, talents required for sustainable museum growth require a blending of
academic and practical knowledge. In recruiting and hiring new talent, museums may
strategically seek to identify candidates who have both academic and industry experience. An
ancillary benefit of organizational restructuring is it provides the opportunity to develop existing
talent. In this way, findings from this study add invaluable insights into studies of talent
management in museums (Khalil et al., 2017; Ochieng’Ojwang, 2019). The diverse sources of
the collaborations detailed in this study’s findings suggest the key to the sustainability of private
art museums in China could likewise lie in such diverse partnerships.

Limitations

Narrative inquiry allows researchers to take participants’ narratives and organize them
into meaningful sequences and deepen our understanding of the world and society (Bell, 1997,
2002; Conle, 1992). This study generated enough data to identify meaningful themes and
subthemes related to sustainability of specific private art museums in China. However, private
art museums represented in this study were located exclusively in big cities in China, which
presents two issues when determining the extent its findings are translatable. First, because social
milieu of cities is different from that of more rural regions, these findings may not be applicable
to museums in less populous areas. Second, as focus of this study was on Chinese private art
museums, specifically, these findings would inherently not apply to other countries. These

aspects of this qualitative study, therefore render it vulnerable to criticisms of a lack of
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generalizability. It is not expected results from this study will necessarily be applicable to other
types of art museums, or even other private art museums, in China.

In addition, complexity and diversity of private art museums in China also make it
difficult to generalize the results of the study. Participants in this study focused primarily on
modern and contemporary private art museums in major cities. I chose participants from across
the significant time period of private art museum development from 2000 to the present and
endeavored to cover a wide range of participants in terms of their institutions’ backgrounds, legal
status, and degree of accessibility. However, due to limitations of my personal resources, [ was
unable to interview more private art museums founded by private collectors.

Another significant limitation pertains to the research design, which intentionally omitted
considerations of sustainability from an ecological perspective. Instead, this study adopted a
tripartite framework that examined the cultural, social, and economic factors influencing Chinese
private art museums’ sustainability. This choice was intentional, as sustainability from an
ecological or environmental perspective is not as pressing a concern in China as it is in the West.
However, such a decision was made based on my personal experiences and firsthand knowledge
and, therefore, was susceptible to bias.

Areas for Future Research

Despite these limitations, I was nonetheless able to gain keen insights into the
sustainability of private art museums in China and develop the following suggestions for future
research. My hope is future research can build on the results of this study and other existing

studies to provide additional insights into the sustainable development of private art museums in

China.

239



The first suggestion for future research involves using a case study to expand on this
topic on a deeper level. As a methodological tool, case studies can focus on representative
private art museums, such as those with a relatively long history, are well-established in various
regards, and have undergone major changes and adjustments. In recent years, private art
museums in small cities and villages in China have also gradually emerged. Case study research
could help to explore the details of these art museums to yield more detailed and specific
findings.

At the same time, this study represents a snapshot in time. Because the private art
museum scene in China is relatively young, a longitudinal study may be more equipped to assess
sustainability from a more macro perspective. Assessing factors impacting sustainability over a
longer period of time would add a temporal dimension to the analysis with the effect of
imparting greater insights.

Additional recommendations for future studies involve expanding the study population.
This narrative inquiry study focused on sustainable development by listening to narratives of
private museum experts. Future research could include the narratives of museum visitors and
conduct dialogues and exchanges between museum experts and visitors through focus groups.
Moreover, listening to perspectives of governmental administrators and policymakers who
regulate activities of private art museums would also be another line of inquiry to pursue.
Conducting narrative inquiry research with more participants of different backgrounds will
furthermore allow future researchers to hear more diverse voices and enhance understandings of
different perspectives on this topic.

Referring once more to this study’s intentional decision to omit considerations of

ecological sustainability, future work may examine this factor to empirically determine if
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environmental sustainability does have a significant bearing on private art museums’
sustainability. This would serve to extend the present study and confirm or call into question the
veracity of its findings. Given the globalizing trend present in the museum industry, it stands to
reason the ecological sustainability, which is presently a primary concern in the West, will soon
be a concern in the East.

Furthermore, as this study has argued, there are aspects of the Chinese social and cultural
climate that encourage museums to operate in a manner different from the West; a comparative
analysis between Western museums and Eastern museums may likewise be fruitful. For example,
as this study has argued, government censorship plays a great role in how private art museums
are run in China, one may wish to analyze Chinese museums side by side against museums in the
West, which lack a comparable degree of censorship.

Finally, further research could focus on specific issues at the different levels of
sustainable development of private art museums, such as research on audience cultivation and
community building, research on inclusiveness, and localized interpretations and
internationalization in art production. By narrowing the focus of the study, more specific
findings may emerge, which could further the development of sustainable policies and practices
for private art museums.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study adapted the Western theoretical model of sustainable
development of museums (Stylianou-Lambert et al., 2014) to provide a culturally specific
research perspective and offer valuable insights into the sustainable development of private art

museums in China. Findings confirmed the sustainable development of private art museums is a
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complex and multifaceted concept and determined by factors both external and internal to the art
museum itself.

This study highlighted the complex environment and uniqueness of the sustainable
development of private art museums in China. Art museums around the world are facing
challenges regarding the economic environment, marketization and commodification of the art
industry, and effects of COVID-19. Chinese private art museums also face issues that are unique
to China, including the museum’s own genes, external mechanisms of operation, and social
context of the art museum. Results of the study showed Chinese private art museums are
constructing and exploring sustainable development in a limited space and complex environment.

In addition, the study identified several factors that contribute to the construction and
exploration of the sustainable development of private art museums in China, including the
operating mechanisms of the museums, funding issues, art production, institutional positioning,
management of field and space, and societal impact. The study emphasized sustainable
development of private art museums is a complex and ongoing issue, and COVID-19 is no
longer a significant factor affecting the sustainable development of private art museums. Despite
limitations of this study, it provided a detailed understanding of the factors influencing the
sustainable development of private art museums in China, and thus contributes to the broader

literature on sustainable development in art museums.
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Appendix A. Adult Informed Consent in English

ADULT INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

Sustainable Development of Private Art Museums in China
Members of the Research Team
Principal Investigator: Doug Havard, PhD Office: (714) 289-2088

Researcher: Chaoran Li

The purpose of this research:

In the complex and ever-changing global environment, private art museums in China face more
severe and diverse issues than state-run art museums because of COVID-19. The purpose of this
narrative research is to explore the understanding, practice and value of sustainable development
at three levels(culture/society/economic) of private art museums in China.

You are being asked to take part in a research study. Research studies include only people who
choose to take part. You should take your time deciding whether you want to participate.

If you agree to participate in this study, this research will involve:

* Individuals who are 18 years or older, Staffs (director/curator) working at private art
museums in China

* Procedures will include an interview approximately 1 hour

* Risks that do not exceed what would typically be encountered in daily life
Invitation

You are invited to take part in this research study. The information in this form is meant to help
you decide whether to participate. If you have any questions, please ask.

Why are you being asked to be in this research study?

The research subjects should be officially working staff (director/curator) in private art museums
in China.

You are being asked to be in this study because you meet the criteria.

What is the reason for doing this research study?
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This research aims to explore the practice and understanding of sustainable development of
private art museums in China, in terms of culture, society and economy. Explore what kind of
adjustments and experiments Chinese private art museums have made under the complex and
ever-changing environment. This study also hopes to provide a powerful empirical supplement
for the development of existing private art museums, help cultural institutions at home and
abroad to increase their understanding of Chinese private art museums, and shed some light on
promoting the sustainable development of Chinese private art museums.

What will be done during this research study?

You will participate in an online semi-structured interview. The time is about 1 hour. The
interview will be conducted via tencent meeting room, and the interview will be audio-
recorded for coding and data analysis.

How will my data be used?

The data will only be used for this study.

Your data will not be used in future research studies or shared with other researchers.
What are the possible risks of being in this research study?

The first possible risk is although the data will be protected, any collection of identifiable
information may compromise your privacy. So, all data will be stored in the Chapman cloud
storage provider, and passwords will be set to ensure your data security.

The second possible risk is some questions may be sensitive in nature, and you may feel
embarrassment. So, you may elect to not answer any questions posed by the researcher at any
time throughout the interview process.

What are the possible benefits to you?

The potential benefits may give you working experience and understanding of sustainable
development in private art museums in China. The results from this study will also reveal similar
and divergent approaches to sustainable development that may provide a unique set of
information to participants.

What are the possible benefits to other people?

The benefits is to better understand the practice, understanding and value of the sustainable
development of Chinese private art museums, and help independent cultural institutions cope
with the complex environment in the future, and how government policies will support the
sustainable development of Chinese private art museums.

What are the alternatives to being in this research study?
Instead of being in this research study, you can choose not to participate.
What will participating in this research study cost you?

There is no cost to you to be in this research study.
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Will you be compensated for being in this research study?
You have no compensation in this study.
What should you do if you have a problem during this research study?

Your welfare is the primary concern of every member of the research team. If you have a
problem as a direct result of being in this study, you should immediately contact one of the
people listed at the beginning of this consent form.

How will information about you be protected?
Reasonable steps will be taken to protect your privacy and the confidentiality of your study data.

The data will be stored electronically in In a Chapman cloud storage provider (e.g., OneDrive,
Dropbox; recommended) and will only be seen by the research team during the study and for 1
years after the study is complete.

The only people who will have access to your research records are the research team members,
the Institutional Review Board (IRB), and any other person, agency, or sponsor as required by
law. Information from this study may be published in scientific journals or presented at
scientific meetings, but the data will be reported as a group or summarized data, and your
identity will be kept strictly confidential. We cannot guarantee total privacy.

What are your rights as a research participant?

You may ask any questions about this research and have those questions answered before
agreeing to participate in the study or during the study.

For study-related questions, please contact the investigator(s) listed at the beginning of this form.

For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research, contact the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at irb@chapman.edu.

What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop
participating once you start?

You can decide not to be in this research study, or you can stop being in this research study (i.e.,
“withdraw”) at any time before, during, or after the research begins for any reason. Deciding

not to be in this research study or deciding to withdraw will not affect your relationship with
the investigator or with Chapman University. You will not lose any benefits to which you are
entitled.
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Documentation of informed consent
You are voluntarily deciding whether to be in this research study. Signing this form means that

(1) you have read and understood this consent form, (2) you have had the consent form explained
to you, (3) you have had your questions answered, and (4) you have decided to be in the research
study. You may print or save this consent form if you would like a copy to keep.

Printed Name of Participant or Legal Guardian

Signature of Participant or Legal Guardian Date

AUDIO RECORDING:

I have received an adequate description of the purpose and procedures for audio recording
sessions during the course of the proposed research. I give my consent to allow myself to be
audio recorded during participation in this study, and for those records to be reviewed by
persons involved in the study, and for other professional purposes as described to me.

Yes, I agree to allow the research team to audio record my interview(s).

No, I do not wish to have my interview(s) audio recorded.

Signature of Participant or Legal Guardian Date
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Appendix B. Adult Informed Consent in Chinese
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Appendix C. Interview Guide in English

Thank you for agreeing to participate in our study about sustainable development of private art
museums in China. We will be asking you a series of questions that will take approximately 1
hour. During this time, you are free to ask to skip questions or refuse to discuss anything that
may be uncomfortable to you. Please review the following consent forms, and then we can get
started.

Please answer a few basic background information questions to get us started:

A. Can you introduce yourself? Please describe your role and main responsibility in your
museum.
B. Have you ever heard of sustainable development?

a. If so, how do you understand sustainable development of private art museums?

C. Have COVID-19 and the downturn in the regional economy affected your museum
development in the past three years?

a. Ifso, how?
b. Ifnot, why not?

D. What other factors do you feel are constraining the development of private art museums in
China ?

E. What other qualities/elements are important to the development of private art museums in

China?

What are the biggest challenges to the sustainable development of your museums?

What are your museum’s work priorities for now and the future?

What aspects of private art museums would you like to see change and breakthrough in the

future?

T am

Thank you again for your time today. Is there anything else that we did not cover that you would
like to share with me today?

Great. Thank you again. We will continue our interviews and then type up the transcripts and

analyze the results. We will share our findings with you in the near future. Please do not hesitate
to contact us with any questions or concerns.
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Appendix D. Interview Guide in Chinese
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