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ARTICLE

Enabling as the anchor for regenerative cultural policy
Patrycja Kaszynska

University of the Arts London, London, UK

ABSTRACT
Approaches known as wealth accounting share the assumption that our 
prosperity – and survival – depend on our ability to take a systemic 
approach to value creation across the interconnected dimensions collec
tively supporting social wellbeing. The key argument of this article is that 
the arts and culture, when considered in terms of wealth accounting, can 
improve the system in which they operate though enabling. Enabling 
means contributing to the production of goods and services in other 
domains and informing the dynamics of the system without being 
a directly measurable outcome. A different way to put this is that cultural 
assets, qua enabling, sustain and orient: they support production in other 
domains, and regulate relationships across the entire system. Moreover, 
the arts and culture are effective in enabling by pursuing goals inherent to 
culture, rather than intentionally seeking externally imposed impacts. 
Enabling should thus be the anchor for regenerative cultural policy.
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Introduction

This article asks: how can the arts and culture not just support but regenerate, not just themselves 
but the systems in which they are embedded?; and furthermore, what forms of cultural policy can 
support this? The simple answer is that, in order to be effective in regenerating, the arts and culture 
have to be allowed to operate on their own terms, rather than being geared up for fulfilling demands 
from other policy domains. In other words, rather than being motivated by meeting objectives 
imposed by external policy agendas (e.g. driving the so-called culture-led regeneration), the arts and 
culture should focus on pursuing endogenous ends – those inherent to the arts and culture. It is 
fundamentally by perfecting the means of symbolic representation and aesthetic expression, and 
with this by enhancing the value derived from cultural engagements, that creative and cultural 
practices regenerate by configuring and reconfiguring the elements of the total system.

Before explaining how the arts and culture regenerate by acting on the system level, it is useful to 
clarify what the claim of the opening paragraph does not mean to imply. The intention here is not to 
advocate for the notion of intrinsic value in its various articulations (Mirza 2006; Tusa 2000); even less the 
motivation is to resurrect the obsolete intrinsic-instrumental dichotomy (for a critique see Crossick and 
Kasznska 2016). Rather, the claim is that by allowing creative practitioners to practice creative practice in 
accordance with the goals recognised as inherent to this practice (Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2013) – the 
arts and culture can be effective in impacting domains outside of culture, as well as bolstering them
selves. In short, culture regenerates (Dâmaso and Rex 2025) when it is good culture, whatever this means 
given the historically and geographically changing perceptions and standards.
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The article explains how this understanding of regeneration through culture can be oper
ationalised in decision-making using the emergent accounting frameworks of inclusive wealth 
(see UNU-IHDP (2012); UNEP 2023) or comprehensive wealth (see World Bank 2011, 2021). In these 
frameworks, the arts and culture are best conceptualised as enabling assets. Enabling assets 
support and facilitate the production of other goods and services without themselves being 
a direct, measurable outcome (Dasgupta 2021). In this article, cultural enabling is argued to take 
two specific manifestations: sustaining, that is, enhancing the value of other capital assets; and 
orienting, that is, re-adjusting the relationships within the system. Setting cultural regeneration 
in the context of wealth accounting, the article challenges the prevalent cultural policy position 
that conceives of cultural regeneration narrowly and as a tool of urban development, and often, 
of gentrification; and as something whose value can be assessed through atomised outcome 
indicators imported exogenously from other areas. Rather, by putting emphasis on the regen
erative effects of enabling, the main argument emphasises the importance of comprehending 
and capturing the value creation on cultural and artistic terms and through the arts and culture 
across the interconnected dimensions of one system.

This article is structured as follows: it starts with a review of the discourse of cultural regeneration, 
as traditionally – narrowly and problematically – conceived. Next it reflects on what is meant by 
regeneration when it is not reductively understood and how the frameworks of wealth accounting 
support this understanding. In the subsequent section, the article discusses how the arts and culture 
regenerate as enabling assets. The article concludes by highlighting the implications this has for 
cultural policy. Methodologically speaking, the article relies on policy and discourse analysis across 
the fields of critical theory, cultural studies, cultural policy, urban planning and cultural management, 
while engaging recent concepts from environmental and ecological economics.

Culture-led regeneration and its – many – discontents

‘Culture-led’ and ‘culture-driven’ regeneration are terms well established in cultural policy (Campbell, Cox, 
and O’Brien 2017; Evans and Shaw 2004; García 2004; Pratt 2008). In the most canonical manifestation, 
what is at issue is the so-called ‘Bilbao effect’ (Plaza, Tironi, and Haarich 2009, 1712): the success attributed 
to Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in driving tourism and investment into the post-industrial Bilbao. 
This is an example focused on the ‘hardware’ (buildings and built infrastructure) but other examples more 
focused on the ‘software’ such as community-facing activities and events, can be cited (Sacco, Blessi, and 
Nuccio 2009). The European Capital of Culture programme has been claimed transformatory for the 
refashioning of Glasgow’s image: away from the city suffering from industrial decline to a cultural hub 
(García 2020; Landry and Bianchini 1995). More recently, programmes such as The UK City of Culture 
aspired to drive change in places around the UK (see for instance Neelands et al. 2022).

Reviving places using the arts and culture has been accepted as a way of driving economic and 
social development. The reporting has accordingly been carried out using economic registers, 
occasionally social value approaches, with the composite measures of wellbeing employed more 
sporadically (Coaffee 2008; Lees and Melhuish 2015; Paddison and Miles 2020). The upshot is that 
already in 2005, Miles and Paddison pointed out that ‘within the space of little more than two 
decades, the initiation of culture-driven urban (re)generation has come to occupy a pivotal position 
in the new urban entrepreneurialism’ (Miles and Paddison 2005, 833).

The popularity of the approach with policymakers notwithstanding, a volume of criticism target
ing the lack of evidence base to support the claims of impact has been produced over the years. 
Writing in 2017, Campbell et al. have summed it up:

[. . .] much research (e.g. Reeves 2002, 17; García 2004, Oakley 2004, 72; Selwood 2006, 45; Gray 2006, 111; 321; 
Lees and Melhuish 2015, 253) repeatedly notes a lack of robust evidence as we move into the first decade of the 
twenty-first century. (Campbell, Cox, and O’Brien 2017, 51)
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Indeed, based on the review of 151 relevant sources from the period 2006–2014, and covering publica
tions from cultural organisations, commissioned evaluation and academic research, Campbell’s report of 
the effects of arts and culture on urban regeneration for the AHRC Cultural Value Project has been 
indicatively titled ‘Evidence of Things That Appear Not’?’(Campbell et al. 2015). Short-termism, definitional 
vagueness and the lack of consistent baselines and benchmarking – are the reasons cited in the review in 
question and echoed elsewhere (Garcia and Cox 2013). This scepticism has been channelled into other 
lines of argumentation highlighting the top-down character of many culture-led regeneration initiatives 
and the lack of community engagement in their implementation approaches (Evans 2024; Sacco, Blessi, 
and Nuccio 2009). Also, the concomitant danger of reducing culture to regeneration triggers – while losing 
sight of culture qua culture – has been noted (Garcia 2005; Johnson and Thomas 2001). This is set against 
the background critiques of the rampant instrumentalization of the effects of arts participation and 
cultural engagement in culture-led regeneration and beyond (Belfiore 2002; Gray 2007; Yúdice 2003).

Against this critical backdrop, a few new strands of practice and research should be noted. 
Rather than regeneration, these approaches emphasise ‘community development’ (Duxbury and 
Gillette 2007) and ‘urban sustainability’ (Duxbury, Durrer, and Sitas 2024). These more commu
nity-embedded and locally-understood approaches show a more comprehensive, and at times, 
more holistic ambitions to understand the role of culture in making places and communities 
more sustainable but, by the admission of some of the proponents: [. . .] ‘defining the terms and 
conditions for how culture comes to be understood, described, and operationalised remains 
a significant hurdle, especially beyond mandated state authorities and institutions dedicated to 
arts, culture, and heritage’ (Duxbury, Durrer, and Sitas 2024, 100584). Proposing, as it does, an 
explicit framework to understand the role of culture in the creation of inclusive wealth – this 
paper moves these discussions forward.

‘Culture-led regeneration’ as a failure to understand systemic value creation

The root of the problem with the traditional approach to culture-led regeneration as a way of driving 
social and economic development consists in a fundamental failure to understand the process of 
value creation in relation to culture, and concomitantly, what evaluation and accounting measures 
are needed to capture it. Translated into a valuation problem, the issue with culture-led initiatives 
and practices over the last 30 years has been that: (1) they evaluate and measure in terms of the 
exogenously defined impacts, (2) express outcomes through siloed registers and, relatedly, (3) 
operate with an input-output models to understand change. This means that, in a simplified way: 
(1) the effects of cultural interventions are recorded in terms of what the funders want to achieve on 
economic and social grounds; (2) the metrics, even if expressed in terms of Triple and Quadruple 
Bottom Lines (see next paragraph) presuppose that the reporting lines stay parallel, rather than 
intersecting and relational; and that (3) success is measured in terms of how much change has been 
created in a siloed register rather than the effects across the entire systems. The remainder of this 
section focuses on spelling out the problem, before turning in the next section to an outline of how 
to improve the situation.

The failure to understand value creation as systemic is not a problem unique to the 
context of culture-led regeneration. In the still dominant New Public Management paradigm, 
input-output reporting uses the categories of impacts ‘desired’ by policy agendas (Rana and 
Parker 2023). These would typically be economic, social and environmental types of impacts. 
The problem is not just that the categories of impacts are externally imposed, as highlighted 
in the critiques of instrumentalism quoted above, but that the impact registers are presumed 
to be siloed. This can be illustrated with the the Triple and Quadruple Bottom Line account
ing approaches. On the one hand, these approaches can be claimed advanced in that, rather 
than accounting for just financial value, the Triple Bottom Line has been used in business to 
monitor performance in economic, social and environmental registers (Bowden, Lane, and 
Martin 2001). The fourth line has been more recently added to track the dimensions of 
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purpose, governance, motives – in short, how an organisation operates (Alibašić 2017). These 
approaches however do not solve the problems identified in relation to culture-led regen
eration. Indeed, Elkington – an initial proponent and advocate of the Triple Bottom Line – 
raised doubts about the usefulness of this model from the point of view of sustainability 
because, in practice, the interdependence of the three main score lines is not recognised 
(Elkington 2018). The lack of systemic thinking in reporting means that each line – with the 
attached suite of indicators – is measured separately. The result is that the model fails ‘to tie 
them together at the end and makes no comment on intermediate cause – effect relations at 
levels above the bottom line’ (Sridhar and Jones 2013, 106). The more recent People-Planet- 
Profit framework (Fisk 2010) and the Governance, Planet, People and Prosperity model (World 
Economic Forum 2020), introduced specifically in relation to UN’s Sustainable Development 
Goals, can be cited as examples of the approaches that do not have enough systemic 
integration.

The key insight of systems thinking and modelling is that while a system consists of parts 
that can be looked at individually, the health of any system – and regeneration – cannot be 
understood without recognising the relationships among the constituent parts and, more 
importantly, recording that change in one dimension has knock off effects on other dimensions 
(Smith, Stirling, and Berkhout 2005). What is needed is accounting for how the changes in 
individual bottom lines affect the other bottom lines and an acceptance, to put the point 
bluntly, that some things have to come down for others to go up. This is a general lesson for 
the New Public Management and a more specific lesson for culture-led regeneration. As the 
next section explains, understanding regeneration non-reductively presupposes understanding 
value creation and co-creation in systemic terms (Capra 1997; Naess 1989; Schmidt, Brown, and 
Orr 2016).

Regeneration, non-reductively speaking

What is regeneration outside of the narrowly understood culture-led regeneration? Regeneration, we 
are told, ‘derives from “generare,” meaning giving birth/generation. Regenerative is also used in 
sciences – such as ecology, physiology, and medicine – to imply a functional self-renewal or, more 
commonly, a morphogenic substitution of parts or components destroyed or damaged in animals or 
habitats’ (Jain 2021, 3). This etymological exposition is a helpful start. This understanding is echoed in 
‘regenerative agriculture’ - one of the first contexts where the term was intentionally deployed to mean 
an approach to value creation. As used by the agriculturalist J. I. Rodale, regeneration is the main
tenance and improvement of resources through organic renewal in living systems (Rodale 1983).

What does organic renewal mean outside of the agricultural frameworks? This question can be 
elucidated by looking at some frameworks where the language of natural processes is used, e.g. 
‘regenerative economic development’ (Mang and Reed 2012) and ‘regenerative capitalism’ 
(Fullerton 2015). Fullerton’s ‘regenerative capitalism’ or ‘regenerative economy’ is defined by 
‘the application of nature’s laws and patterns of systemic health, self-organisation, self-renewal, 
and regenerative vitality to socioeconomic systems’ (Capital Institute n.d.). This takes the under
standing of ‘regeneration’, as initially developed for physio-biological systems, and applies it to 
human socio-cultural economies. The framework has an explicitly holistic and integrative per
spective which presupposes self-regulation rather than external interventions. Indeed, Fullerton – 
alongside other proponents of systemic approaches such as Capra (1997) – recognises that 
systems, rather than their individual components, can be ascribed goals such as sustainability 
or regeneration (see also Naess 1989). In other words, regeneration is a system level concept 
capable of registering that growth in one region causes damage in others; functionally it 
designates an ability to self-regulate and restore balance in the constituent parts of the system. 
How can this be reflected on the level of decision-making?
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Decision-making frameworks that support regeneration?

Concerns about what has been seen as the mechanistic and extractive character of the dominant 
evaluation and valuation approaches have underpinned the development of frameworks that are 
sometimes referred to as Beyond GDP (Stiglitz, Sen, and Fitoussi 2009; Hoekstra 2019). What they share 
is ‘now widespread recognition that [GDP] is not an adequate metric in isolation from other measures 
for capturing the full set of goods and services that improve societal wellbeing’ (Kaszynska et al. 2022, 
21). These frameworks, the article argues, merit examination in the present context.

An important feature of the Beyond GDP accounting frameworks is that they put emphasis on 
wealth, rather than value. This is meant to prevent the kind of reductivism found in the culture-led 
regeneration discourse, as discussed above. To explain this, it is useful to look at two best-established 
frameworks referred to as wealth accounting: inclusive wealth and comprehensive wealth. The 
former is at the bottom of the United Nations Inclusive Wealth Reports (e.g. UNU-IHDP (2012); 
UNEP (2023); see also Arrow et al. 2012), the latter has been pursued by the World Bank (e.g. 2011; 
2021). While there is a difference in how the actual accounting is done in the UN’s and World Bank’s 
approaches (Engelbrecht 2015), the basic idea behind both is the same and rests on the realisation 
that prosperity and sustainability are related; furthermore, that they depend on preserving different 
forms of wealth, not on maximising value as traditionally measured. In the words of one of the 
commentators: ‘economic sustainability [in those frameworks] is assumed to require a non-declining 
level of total assets (i.e. capital or wealth) per capita over time, not a non-declining level of output as 
conventionally measured by GDP per capita (GDP pc)’ (Engelbrecht 2015, 3). Without going into 
technical details, the foundational claim for both is that social wellbeing is equal to inclusive wealth 
in a general setting (Arrow, Dasgupta, and Mäler 2003; Dasgupta and Mäler 2000). Moreover, in the 
words of Arrow et al. ‘their presumption is that at any given date social well-being is not only the 
wellbeing of the current generation, but also the potential welfare of the generations that are to 
follow’ (Arrow et al. 2012, 318).

Thus, accounting for social wellbeing – now and for future generations – requires the balancing of 
different wealth domains or what is also referred to as capitals. Adopting the notion of capital is 
important for two reasons. Firstly, capital is, by definition, extended in time and forces the con
sideration of time into valuation decisions: ‘any capital asset’s value today depends not only on its 
physical condition and how well it is maintained, but also on the stream of future benefits expected 
to flow from it over its lifetime (generally discounted in some way)’ (Kaszynska et al. 2022, 9). 
Secondly, capitals are plural. Different frameworks recognise different types and numbers of capitals 
(DLUHC 2022; Ferreira and Hamilton 2010). For the purpose of the present argument, the tripartite 
classification used by the UN is chosen with the types of capital assets described as follows: 
‘produced capital (roads, buildings, machines, ports), [. . .] human capital (health, education, apti
tude)’ (Dasgupta 2021, 31) and natural capital which is used interchangeably with ‘nature, [. . .] the 
natural environment, the biosphere, and the natural world’ (3).

What matters from the point of view of the present argument is that all of these capital frame
works share an important feature of adopting a portfolio approach to balancing capitals. This means 
that they recognise different sources of wealth that are not mutually reducible. It is important to note 
however that these frameworks are committed to weak sustainability, meaning that a degree of 
substitution between the capital types is allowed (Dietz and Neumayer 2007). A nation could, for 
instance, decide to sacrifice some of its natural capital to grow human capital. Indeed, because of 
this, as well as because inclusive wealth is defined as ‘the aggregate value of all capital assets’ 
(Polasky et al. 2015, 446), some critics have disputed whether the Beyond GDP approaches are 
anything but ‘business as usual’ and a form of ‘asset management’ (Spash and Hache 2022).

A possible way of responding can be to point out that these accounting frameworks were 
designed to make visible the trade-offs between different types of capital and therefore, while not 
precluding ‘sacrificing’ one type for the sake of others, they can alert decision makers where and 
when a reckless use or depletion of some capital types might be at issue. Also, the proponents of 
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these approaches could note that ‘much of the strength of the inclusive wealth framework lies in the 
shadow price’ (Duraiappah and Muñoz 2012, 366) which departs from the standard approach to 
valuation based on aggregating utility alone. Without going into technical details, it could be argued 
that using shadow prices is decisively not doing business as usual but rather presents a radical effort 
to account for the externalities of use (including costs that are invisible in the traditional approaches) 
as well as future contributions to wellbeing (which, once again, are not considered in standard 
approaches). It should be noted however that calculating shadow prices is an on-going and 
incomplete project for the time being (Engelbrecht 2015).

Practical challenges remain. With this said, the claim of this article is that the wealth accounting 
approaches provide a theoretical framework which, in principle, could provide a solid foundation for 
implementing more sustainable, if not regenerative, policies. The position taken here is that, if the 
objective is to facilitate a transition from the current decision-making practices happening in silos – 
towards less extractive and exploitative and more holistic and integrative approaches – the wealth 
accounting frameworks are the best viable option for policymaking.

Culture as an enabling asset

This article draws on the wealth accounting frameworks to articulate how the arts and culture can be 
thought to function regeneratively and how this can be valued in policymaking. For the purposes of 
conceptualising the role of culture in a way that can be operationally translated into decision- 
making, the article appeals to the concept of enabling.

According to the wealth accounting frameworks, all assets can be sorted into two overarching 
categories of capital and enabling assets. Capital assets are directly measured through their con
tribution to the production of social wellbeing; enabling assets, in contrast, are inputs into produc
tive processes and are only implicitly expressed in the accounting prices of capital goods. In the 
words of Dasgupta [. . .] ‘enabling assets are not always usefully measurable, but that does not 
matter, for they enable human societies to function healthily; and these functions can be measured’ 
(Dasgupta 2021, 325). He considers what this means for a range of such assets:

Quantifying such assets as public knowledge, institutions and mutual trust raises insuperable difficulties. Try, for 
example, to estimate the accounting price of differential calculus, or good governance, or the extent of trust 
among citizens, and the stumbling block becomes apparent. So we create a separate category named enabling 
assets, for they help societies to allocate capital goods [. . .] The value of enabling assets is reflected in the 
accounting prices of capital goods. A classroom in a society at peace can function in ways it cannot in a country 
at civil war. That alone means its accounting price is not the same in the two contexts. A society could raise its 
inclusive wealth and thereby social well-being simply by improving its institutions and practices. (Dasgupta 
2021, 41)

The passage quoted above is telling: to start, it suggests that it is possible to improve social 
wellbeing by changing distribution and configuration, and not just through growth. Secondly, it 
suggests that the value of a range of what can be considered most precious social assets, including 
the arts and culture, cannot be meaningfully measured.

While the argument often made in policy is that without a monetary proxy, types of assets can be 
valued at zero through Cost-Benefit-Analysis (CBA) (e.g. Sagger, Philips, and Haque 2021) – this can 
be questioned on empirical and historical grounds (Woronkowicz, Rabovsky, and Rushton 2019). 
Moreover, there is growing consensus across cultural economists, cultural professionals and arts and 
humanities scholars that cultural value cannot be measured using the welfare economics 
approaches (for an explicit articulation in cultural economics see Throsby 2001, 2003; for an argu
ment from the arts and humanities see; Kaszynska 2020; 2024). Given the above considerations, 
seeing culture as an enabling asset – which removes the pressure to measure it – can be embraced as 
a positive development. There are other benefits too. Interestingly – and in a way that is not 
immediately apparent – treating the arts and culture as enabling assets allows us to account better 
for how culture generates value qua culture, rather than in terms of the exogenous, auxiliary effects 
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found in the dominant discourse of culture-led regeneration considered above. Enabling, as the next 
section shows, provides the means of showing how the arts and culture operate and generate value 
by pursuing the ends inherent to the cultural domain.

Cultural enabling in regenerative frameworks

In the traditionally conceived cultural policy, with the discourse of culture-led regeneration as an 
example, culture has been largely apprehended as a commodity, capital asset and an agent of 
economic growth. This way of thinking about culture is shaped by policy needs from other domains, 
rather than something originating in or inherent to the cultural domain. This also reflects the premise 
that, in order to be considered in government decision-making, cultural assets have to be monetised 
as part of CBA. This approach has serious shortcomings, not least because of the difficulties of 
measurement referred to above; furthermore, the reduction of the value of cultural practice to 
economic impact and alike alienates creative practitioners; last but not least is the problem that this 
CBA approach cannot account for the systemic and regenerative role of culture.

In order to understand how culture enables, and thus regenerates, a good place to start is with 
the culturalist discourse. This paper defines the culturalist discourse as: non-economic fields with an 
ambition to articulate the value of culture such as the arts and humanities, philosophy of art and 
aesthetics, as well as the cross- and inter-disciplinary fields of critical theory and cultural studies, 
alongside the more empirically grounded participation studies and audience research. This body of 
literature is vast and cannot be adequately referenced within the scope of the present paper. An 
indicative overview of some of this literature can be found in the Understanding the Value of Art and 
Culture report culminating the AHRC Cultural Value Project.

Analysing the culturalist discourse helps to see how the goals inherent to culture can support 
overall social wellbeing and inclusive wealth. Crucial to the argument of the present article is the 
ability of the arts and culture to perform sustaining and orienting functions. Proposing these 
categories is an original contribution of this paper, however sustaining can be traced to the term 
‘supporting’ used in the economics of natural capital, orienting, in turn, can be linked to ‘regulating’. 
The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment Conceptual Framework defines supporting services as ‘those 
that are necessary for the production of all other ecosystem services, such as primary production, 
production of oxygen, and soil formation’; regulating services, in turn, ‘are the benefits people obtain 
from the regulation of ecosystem processes, including air quality maintenance, climate regulation, 
erosion control, regulation of human diseases, and water purification’ (Chopra et al. 2005, 29). How 
are supporting and regulating manifested in the cultural realm?

Significantly, both sustaining and orienting functions are best delivered by pursuing ends and 
objectives originating in the cultural domain. In other words, enabling, in its different manifestations, 
is best achieved through stimulating creativity and imagination, captivating attention and bringing 
aesthetic pleasure, provoking the feeling of estrangement and cognitive re-framing, providing an 
opportunity for collective sense-making and interpretation, and so on. These registers are valued by 
the communities of creative practices, they are inherent to the cultural discourse and the domains of 
art-making and cultural engagement. In short, these ends are those well theorised in the culturalist 
discourse as originating in the concern with meaning-making, symbolic representation and aesthetic 
expression.

To be more specific, starting with sustaining, the claim is that interacting with cultural assets can 
enhance the measurable value of the other capitals. In more technical terms, cultural assets can thus 
be said to combine with the key capitals to support the creation of value. For instance, arts 
participation and cultural engagement have been linked to educational impacts (Schneider and 
Rohmann 2021; Hetland and Winner 2001) and health and wellbeing (Fancourt and Finn 2019; 
Gordon-Nesbitt and Howarth 2020). It could be suggested that the arts and culture sustain value 
creation in the domain of human capital. As a concrete example, let’s think of a school that houses 
the classroom mentioned by Dasgupta in the quote above. What if the school itself is a building 
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admired by a local community – a cultural heritage asset rather than a purely functional solution to 
educating people? We can imagine that coming to this school and experiencing the building as 
a cultural asset – because of its symbolic and aesthetic features – can enhance the learning 
experience by inspiring or stimulating a sense of local pride. With this, in the technical language 
introduced above, cultural enabling feeds into the productive, measurable outcomes in the domain 
of human capital.

Now, turning to the orienting function – what is at issue is the ability of the arts and culture to re- 
configure how the relationships between the capitals are structured and conceived. This speaks to 
the long-established claim in the arts and humanities that arts participation and cultural engage
ment orient our judgement of other goods, provoke reflection on what matters in life and give 
a vantage point on what a good life is in the first place: starting with the ancient arguments 
concerning the cathartic effects of arts participation and arriving at the multiple framings of the 
transformative effects of artistic, aesthetic and cultural experiences found in the critical theory and 
cultural studies (e.g. Adorno 1997; Bernstein 2010; Hall 1997; Marcuse 1979; Shusterman 2002; 
Wellmer 1984). Here again we can think of the school building and the function it might play in 
the village. Let’s assume that the school was used for Quakers assemblies (where a community 
comes together to decide on what actions should be taken concerning this community) and the 
cultural features of the building speak to this. This heritage value goes normally unnoticed but can 
we imagine that having one’s attention drawn to it on a day of local election might have an impact 
on one’s decision whether to vote or not? Of course, much more explicit examples of culture’s 
transformative potential could be given, e.g. the plays written to provoke an alimentation effect to 
make one see the everyday in a different light or the carnivals used to subvert the traditional social 
roles, thereby giving a means of questioning the status quo. Can those instances of cultural 
engagement change perceptions enough to alter attitudes and behaviours, and for this to impact 
human action and how priorities in policy are set?

This line of thinking, established in the humanities, can also be linked to some emergent 
arguments concerning the place of culture vis-à-vis sustainability (Soini and Birkeland 2014; Soini 
and Dessein 2016). Those contexts consider different ways that culture can be thought to relate to 
society, economy and environment. Some of those models or representations see culture as 
coordinating or mediating different spheres of life in the sense of being ‘a resource for development 
and a means to conceptualize, regulate, and shape development processes’ (Soini and Dessein 2016, 
167). Going further, culture is also discussed as a foundation for meeting the overall aims of 
sustainability as ‘the main driving force for either rejecting or accepting a sustainable situation of 
“cultural transformation” or for “evolutionary redesign of worldviews, institutions, and technologies 
to reach the goals of sustainability”’ (Soini and Birkeland 2014, 218). This language clearly speaks to 
some aspects of the sustaining and orienting functions introduced in this article and exploring 
overlaps and differences between the present proposal and the emergent discourse of ‘sustainable 
culture’ (Pyykkönen et al. 2024) merits further research.

Conclusion

The key contribution of this article is to propose a way of conceptualising how the regenerative value 
of arts and culture can be recorded in the context of decision-making. The proposal rejects the 
narrow and distorting discourse of culture-led regeneration which assesses the impacts of culture in 
mechanistic and atomistic registers imported from domains other than culture. The article also 
advocates a need to go beyond the forms of cultural policy narrowly preoccupied with under
standing the arts and culture in ‘sectoral’ terms, be it through the prism of individuated cultural asset 
types, the cultural sector or the creative industries (O’Connor 2024). Rather, the need for a systemic 
approach to understand the value creation in arts and culture is asserted. Accordingly, this article 
turns to the wealth accounting frameworks which register the interlinked character of capitals and 
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recognise that value creation consists not just in maximising the flows of benefits from individual 
capitals but crucially, in balancing across the system.

The central argument of this article is that culture should be recognised as an essential 
element of the wealth accounting frameworks and valued for its enabling functions. To 
reiterate, the two key functions that the arts and culture perform are: sustaining the 
productive activities in other domains and orienting how the relationships and interactions 
of the other system domains are conceived and implemented. In this sense, while not 
directly measured, the arts and culture, qua enabling, are shown essential to the health – 
as well as regeneration – of the system in which they are embedded. This is a novel position 
in cultural policy.

Thinking of cultural assets as enabling assets capable of enhancing and re-configuring the 
elements of the system where they are embedded paves a way for an alternative approach to 
cultural regeneration where the arts and culture can improve the systems where they operate by 
following the logic inherent to the arts and culture. In the words of the editors of the special issue – 
‘the issue [is to] suggest that the cultural sector also creates dynamics that reinforce its own 
existence and, through it (e.g. by fostering the inclusion of multiple voices, by celebrating and 
supporting the survival and continued relevance of traditional practices and identities, etc.), con
tributes to regenerating its broader social, economic and environmental context from the bottom- 
up.’ Enabling, this article concludes, is how the arts and culture achieve this simultaneous double 
effect; enabling should thus be recognised as the anchor for regenerative cultural policy.
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