
'The “intangible cultural heritage” means the practices, representations,
expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the instruments, objects,
artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities,
groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural
heritage. This intangible cultural heritage,transmitted from generation
to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups in
response to their environment, their interaction with nature and their
history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus
promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity. [...]’

*INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE (ICH)? 

Intangible cultural heritage, as described in the UNESCO
2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage

On supporting the
continuation of ICH
Take on the perspective of ensuring the viability of the living
heritage (as opposed to managing tangible collections), and
make sure to implement this idea throughout policy and
practice, in all museum departments. How can the museum
help support CGIs in the continued practice of their living
heritage, in ways that are meaningful to them? 

On ethical principes
and professional
conduct
Since dealing with ICH means dealing
with precious and valued resources, the
utmost consideration should be provided
to ethical principles and professional
conduct. Ethical principles for engaging
with ICH focus on its valuing, its
beneficiaries, access, impact, threats,
respect and diversity, …. The UNESCO
Ethical Principles for Safeguarding ICH &
the ICOM Code of Ethics for Museums are
signposts for understanding how to go
about.

HERITAGE CARE
PRINCIPLES

On the subsidiary status of
collections and objects
Collections and objects have a somewhat subsidiary status
when it comes to ICH, but nonetheless, the ‘instruments,
objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith’
are a crucial element of ICH and integral to its definition. 
Museums house and care for these items, and should consider
the thoughts and (differing) needs of the current-day
communities they stem from when registering them,
manipulating them, exhibiting them, ... 

On time, on human
and monetary
capacity
Make sure to attribute enough time,
human capacity and budgetary
means to museum work that is
dedicated to safeguarding ICH. 
Because it is based on sustainable
relationships with people who want
to pass on and share their passions
with others, it makes the work
impactful, but also vulnerable and
time-intensive at the same time.

On the participation of
practitioners
Participation of CGIs that cherish their ICH, is at the heart of
all actions related to the care for this heritage. Make sure that
these people – who embody, transmit, and practice living
heritage – are involved from start to end, throughout all types
of activities (from digital registration, to assessing
significance, to exhibition making, …) and not just in the final
phases of production or in mediation. 

On staff skills
The required staff skills for dealing with ICH include
being able to manage long term human interaction
processes, processes of action learning, multi-
stakeholder dialogue and mediation. 
When it comes to ICH, these capacities are relevant in
relation to all museological job profiles, also in e.g.
collection registration, research, ... 

On the scope and meaning of ICH
Make sure to have a clear understanding of the meaning and scope of the ICH that is related to
the museum and to which you want to engage your work. Ensure that this interpretation is clear
in the museum’s mission and vision statements, and shared by the staff and relevant other
stakeholders. 
Differing renderings will obscure the objective of safeguarding this contemporary, living and
dynamic heritage. 

The contemporary CGIs who practice and transmit ICH
should be at the heart of all decision making regarding
their heritage.
Leading principles are free, prior, sustained and
informed consent, and access to information, results of
research, instruments, objects, artefacts, ... necessary
for expressing the ICH.

STRATEGICAL
PRINCIPLES

On the participation of
practitioners

MUSEUMS & FUNCTIONS

Safeguarding ICH
starts with

identifying it

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

ICH &
SAFEGUARDING 

'“Safeguarding” means
measures aimed at ensuring the
viability of the intangible cultural
heritage, including the
identification, documentation,
research, preservation,
protection, promotion,
enhancement, transmission,
particularly through formal and
non-formal education, as well as
the revitalization of the various
aspects of such heritage.'
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Transforming and combining shared approaches

ICH DOMAINS

oral traditions &

expressions

performing arts

social practices, rituals &

festive events

knowledge & practices
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universe

traditional craftsmanship

MUSEUMS SAFEGUARDING 
INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

In many cases,
practices of ICH 

- that are in
continuous change -
have related objects
that are used in the
enactment of these
practices, and these

are housed in
museums

Museum professionals and practitioners of ICH have differing but equal
and complementary (levels of) capacity in relation to safeguarding living
heritage. It is worthwhile to pool their existing skill-sets and know-how for
the common purpose of heritage care. This way, practitioners are
supported in future-proofing the dynamic heritage that they cherish, and
museums are provided with the opportunity to take up a role in relation to
community wellbeing, sustainable development, … 

Where do the functions that museums perform (based on the ICOM
museum definition and the Code of Ethics for Museums) intersect with
safeguarding measures for ICH (based on the UNESCO 2003 Convention
and its related Operational Directives) carried out by its practitioners?
How does combining these commonly applied methods for heritage care,
transform accustomed practices? And what potential does this unravel
with an eye on safeguarding ICH in/with museums? 

Museums can reveal themselves as privileged spaces for contributing to the future of intangible cultural
heritage (ICH)*. More so, they are among the first-choice institutions supporting the communities, groups and
individuals (CGIs) that practice this living heritage in their safeguarding endeavors. 

The contents of this poster are based on the outcomes of the 'Intangible Cultural Heritage & Museums Project'. Visit www.ICHandmuseums.eu for more information, inspiring examples, and a toolkit on the topic of intangible cultural heritage and museums! 

How can museums embrace the participatory and future-oriented
spirit that underlies the paradigm of intangible cultural heritage?

Awareness raising on ICH
should reflect the inclusive

and widest possible
participation of involved CGIs  
and is aimed at making sure

this living heritage is
interpreted correctly, e.g. not

de-contextualising it,
misappropriating it or over-

commercializing it

The study and research of
ICH can take on many
diverse forms, but at

minimum requires the prior
and informed consent of

involved CGIs. Accessibility
to research is also key! 

Connecting museums’ collecting and acquisitioning
activities, with the principles behind participatory
identification of living heritage, provides
opportunities in relation to culturally sensitive
objects, working collections and field collecting
activities; and handling these objects according to
the interests and beliefs of the people involved;
while focusing on the related cultural, scientific or
technical processes, rather than on the objects
themselves

Museums acquire
and collect objects

related to ICH

ACQUIRING IDENTIFYING

Museums conserve
and restore objects

that are linked to
ICH, and often strive

to preserve their
authenticity and

integrity 

In order to ensure that these objects are housed and
utilized under the best possible circumstances one might
think to:

engage in dialogue about what authenticity and
integrity might mean from several viewpoints
ensure that objects can temporarily or recurrently leave
the museum to take part in their current-day
expression
consult practitioners of ICH as a source of knowledge
and skill for the preservation, valuation or
contextualization of objects, and vice versa: use the
capacities of museum professionals in order to make
sure objects are optimally stored 

CONSERVING ICH OBJECTS

MUSEUMS &
FUNCTIONS

Connecting the mechanisms related to museums & functions to those related to ICH &
its safeguarding, creates new possibilities for living heritage to be transmitted to the

future: 

AT THE
INTERSECTION

Museums are
specialized in

undertaking research
on tangible and

intangible cultural
heritage, usually
related to their

collection 

Museum professionals and practitioners of ICH alike
can be viewed as sources of information for research.
Both can provide enriching perspectives relating to
the context and value of ICH and its related objects. 
Applying several types of research methodologies
might broaden the scope and relevance of the
contents of the research. 

RESEARCH RESEARCH

The documenting of ICH is
subject to the needs of the
involved practitioners, and

therefor inventory
requirements are very

diverse 

The documentation of
objects in museum

collections requires a full
identification and

description, whereby
Object ID is a frequently

used standard

Combining community-based inventorying to the
Object ID-systems might generate an enriched
version of heritage documentation, with many
interlinkages.

DOCUMENTATION DOCUMENTATION

Museums play a vital
role in communication
on (intangible) cultural

heritage

Promoting ICH should always be a joint effort,
and might entail realizing exhibitions,
publications, etc. This way, museums
professionals and practitioners of ICH  alike can
provide the right information and context about
this heritage, e.g. in relation to its diversity, its
value and function in society, the role of its
practitioners, the threats and 
risks it faces, … 

AWARENESS
RAISING

Formal and non-formal
education assures the

transmission of ICH

Education - in
interaction with the

constituent
community - is at the

very core of
museums

Museums can play a vital role in education on ICH,
fulfilling their educational and wider social role.
((Non)-formal) education in museums can:

assure awareness raising on ICH 
strengthen the transmission of ICH
promote respect for ICH
stress its contemporaneity
provide relevant resources for the 

       museum's educational offers

EDUCATION EDUCATION

COMMUNICATION
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ICOM museum definition (2022)
'Safeguarding' according to the 2003 UNESCO Convention 
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