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There are many differences between humans 
and the rest of the species on earth, but one 
that has been expressed is that we alone are 
able to  i m a g i n e  the future.  

- David Attenborough (A Life on our Planet, 
Altitude Film Ent. 2020) 

In 2020, Humak University of Applied Sciences 
launched a new set of three Master’s level 
courses aimed for Cultural and Creative fields 

professionals. The theme of COSMs (Culture, 
Organisation and Sustainability Management, 
2022) was sustainability values in cultur-
al managers’ practice. The goal of this text is 
to present a few elements of the online COSM 
formula after four editions of its circulation. It 
reached over 100 participants, citizens of over 
40 countries, including places like Great Britain, 
Cambodia, Taiwan, Spain, USA, Italy, Kenya, 
South Korea, Estonia, and Germany. Students 
of 17 Finnish universities were part of the cours-
es that were visited by 29 guest lecturers from 
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18 countries, such as Brazil, Australia, Canada, 
and Jamaica.   

There are two rationales for that initiative. The 
first one is to strengthen the role of cultural pro-
fessionals - or let’s rather call them in reference 
to Attenborough’s call: professional users of 
imagination - in impacting people and organi-
sations’ pro-ecological behaviours. The second 
perspective is from the inside of cultural man-
agement ecosystems and includes the quality 
of organisational cultures and ethical and bal-
anced, not over-scaled, synergetic, and partic-
ipative cultural work environment. It includes 
the dimensions of dignity, equity, and diversity, 
as well as work-life balance.  

Every course from the COSM trio was delivered 
as a set of four 4-hour long webinars with di-
verse activities and with some extra solutions 
created through Humak’s Moodle online plat-
form. The courses’ aim was to activate different 
streams of students’ activity regarding cultu-
re and sustainability: interaction, collaboration, 
reflection, discussion based on readings, argu-
mentation, and dialogue in conversations. That 
is why a combination of three complementary 
final assignments was proposed in every cour-
se. The first was a group work and the second 
deliverable was an individual final conversation 
with a teacher. The latter contained answers to 

three questions given and prepared in advan-
ce by the student. The last assignment was a 
final short essay on a topic closest to the par-
ticipant’s geographical or professional proximi-
ty that was related to the course content. There 
were different group exercises. In COSM 1, it 
was about detecting sustainability-oriented 
problems in cultural organisations and provi-
ding proposals for solutions. The COSM 2 cour-
se’s final group assignment was about being a 
member of one of the two thematic teams that 
were discussing two texts every meeting. That 
process was prepared in advance with the sce-
nario and roles given to group members, who 
would later share the outcomes of the discus-
sions to the forum. In the third COSM, students 
were members of one of four groups that pre-
pared a catalogue of recommendations regar-
ding sustainability values in one of the four se-
lected cultural management professional fields. 

Some of the very first sources of inspiration 
for the COSM courses were two non-acade-
mic books. The first was a non-fiction writing 
by Icelandic author Andri Snaer Magnason. 
On Time and Water (2021) is a book on the 
role of storytelling, aesthetics, creative con-
tent, and intergenerational dialogue in our at-
titudes to the natural environment and climate 
crisis. The second spark came from the fiction 
storytelling example of Memory of Water by 
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the Finnish novelist Emmi Itäranta (2014). The 
rest came from several academic authors like 
Oliver Bennett, who wrote Cultural Pessimism 
(2001) and Cultures of Optimism - the 
Institutional Promotion of Hope (2015). Katriina 
Soini (2016a), Philippe Vandenbroeck (2016), 
Christian de Beukelaer (2017), and Sacha 
Kagan (2015) were authors who contributed 
to the project Culture in, for and as Sustainable 
Development (Soini, Dessein 2016b), that gave 
a third set of inspirations. The scholar who fra-
med the ‘organisational cultures and symbo-
lism’ perspective was Antonio Strati (1998, 
1999). 

Then, experts and contributors to COSMs 
brought to our students dozens of concepts, 
keywords, formats, and case studies, like the 
one on Existential Sustainability proposed by 
Birgitta Persson (figure 1).
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COSM is a response to the need for an updated 
cultural management ethics, that addresses di-
verse sustainability values and integrates glo-
bal North and South’s views on current and futu-
re priorities in our field. It’s crucial to see cultural 
professionals’ territory as a constellation of lo-
cal cultural ecosystems (Poprawski 2016) inha-
bited by different organisational cultures dire-
cted to audience engagement goals. The idea 
behind COSM is exploring the way we undo the 
unsustainable in cultural management, with all 
the respect to the creative processes and reali-
ties that continuously are unsustainable in their 
core. To achieve that we need to combine theo-
ry with practice, international experiences with 
local rooting, apply conclusions from research, 
inspiring meetings, and readings to specific si-
tuations and decisions that those of us involved 
in the practice of cultural and creative activities 
must make.  
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