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Abstract 
 
Museums play a critical role in protecting society’s collective heritage by protecting, caring for, 

and sharing collections items for the public trust. A combination of developments have led 

museums to shift resources from collections towards work on audience engagement, innovation, 

and demonstrating impact. But strategies exist for museums to keep collections at the center of 

their work, thus helping to protect museums’ essential and niche function in society. The Cycling 

Museum of Minnesota offers an illustration of what re-centering collections looks like in 

practice.  

Keywords: museums, collections, objects, participation, engagement, artifacts, cultural 

heritage 
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Serving the Inanimate Constituency:  

Re-Centering Collections in the Work of Museums 

Introduction 

Museums today are more than ever inherently social institutions. They have become 

places where people like to gather, preferred venues for memorable personal events like 

weddings or anniversaries, and forums for public debate of aesthetic or scientific 

concepts. Yet at the same time museums continue to fulfill their primary social 

responsibility: conveying meaning to their visitors by displaying and interpreting three-

dimensional objects in built space. (Lord, Lord, & Martin, 2012, p. 41) 

The authors of Manual of Museum Planning (3rd ed.) articulate here in a nutshell the multi-

faceted nature of museums in society today. Museums are called on to perform a variety of 

functions. They are recognized and treasured for their social and public role, and now more than 

ever are working to actively and creatively engage audiences. But museums balance this 

engagement work with their commitment to the objects they hold in public trust: their 

collections. Sometimes this balancing act presents challenges to museums, as many view a 

commitment to collections as reflective of an outdated approach to museums. But I will argue 

here that museums need not push their collections aside to proceed into the future; rather, by 

giving voice and agency to collections, museums will better ensure their organizations’ and the 

field’s sustainability and relevance. 

The call to turn outwards and towards a visitor- or customer-oriented approach emerges 

from a range of impulses or pressures. As I will outline here, audience engagement has taken on 

enormous primacy in the field. Museums wish to authentically connect with audiences, inviting 

people to take part in programs and even engage in curation in order to have members of the 
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general public and in particular new audiences participate, in effect, in shaping the museum. 

Second, museums are motivated to augment earned income by introducing, growing and 

marketing retail and rental revenue centers that are marginally tied to the museum’s core 

mission-related functions. Finally, and related, is that museums are vulnerable to pressure from 

influential and powerful stakeholders to subscribe to for-profit approaches. Over all of this hangs 

a desire for museums to be (or be perceived to be) relevant and not dusty institutions of the past. 

This is sometimes expressed as a desire to emphasize active versus passive public engagement. 

But as a result, museums as a whole are being less successful in clearly articulating the 

centrality of collections in their work. Museums are putting their energy into looking outwards, 

but sometimes by doing so they turn their back on the collections- the objects and artwork in 

their permanent care, their “stuff.” But as the opening quote from Lord, Lord and Martin makes 

clear, the task of museums is to deliver meaning through their objects. There is a balancing act to 

both serving collections and the humans that operate and attend museums. If museums are 

intentional in how they approach this dual service, to people and to collections, they will be more 

effective and indispensable messengers for their collections’ voice. I will describe below some 

specific strategies that museums have employed to put collections at the center of their work, 

thus both illustrating the importance of the collections and the significance of museums’ work in 

with the items in their care. 

While it is valuable to reflect on the museum field as a whole, study of a specific museum 

can bring into focus the true value of collections-centered work. The example of the nascent 

Cycling Museum of Minnesota (CMM) illustrates how placing collections at the center of 

museum work is key to an organization’s development and articulation of its purpose. CMM was 

founded, as many museums are, out of a collection of objects that founders felt would have 
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greater value when shared with a larger public. As CMM has developed, the organization’s 

volunteer leaders have continually asked themselves how their work supports and speaks to the 

objects. They have found that the bikes and related objects and archival materials in their care are 

what give purpose, resonance and relevance to the mission and future of the organization. 

With these examples as a guide, I propose that museums, individually and collectively, 

can best “re-center” their collections in their work by explicitly agreeing that collections are, 1) 

foundational, 2) integral, 3) available, and, 4) indispensable. By making this commitment, being 

vocal about it, and operationalizing it, museums individually and together as a field will protect 

their niche in society and in their communities. 

The Changing Museum 

Museums and Their Collections Mandate 

The unique role of museums is to keep and care for objects and artwork, and to hold 

those in the public trust. This charge is explicit in authoritative definitions of museums, such as 

this from the International Council of Museums (ICOM): “A museum is a non-profit, permanent 

institution in the service of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, 

conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of 

humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment” (“Museum 

definition,” ICOM).1 It is that tangible heritage that we refer to as museum collections.2 

Collections can be defined in many ways; a serviceable and authoritative definition offer that 

                                                 
1 Some museums are not collecting organizations: for instance, some children’s museums and science centers. Also, 
museums do not have exclusive claim to collecting; archives and libraries are collecting institutions, primarily of 
two-dimensional, printed materials. While definitions are somewhat fluid, I am grounding this paper in the premise 
that museums are the institutions chiefly responsible in society for caring for three-dimensional items and artwork, 
and the vast majority of museums hold collections. 
2 As the definition notes, preserving intangible heritage is also a priority for museums. Museums today are also very 
concerned with caring for an exponentially growing body of virtual, electronic materials. Both of these, while not 
“objects” per se, are reliant on and in relationship to the physical objects that museums accrue, so the arguments 
made in this paper also have relevance for the non-physical items that museums care for. 
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they are, “groups of objects and their associated information, collected with purpose and 

maintained in order, managed in the public trust for the purpose of documentation, research, and 

education” (Skamsrud and Skamsrud, p. 194). Keeping collections is thus intertwined with 

stewardship, organization and management, and sharing with the public. 

Museums as a professional body take on collections work with great intentionality and 

seriousness, and do so in relationship with other entities that depend on them for their capacity 

and competencies. Government bodies–federal, state and local–establish and support many 

museums to serve the key societal function of protecting and preserving collective memory and 

culture. The ethical, legal, and functional responsibilities associated with museum work are 

clearly enumerated by bodies like ICOM, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO), and the American Alliance of Museums (AAM)3. Museums as 

nonprofits or governmental organizations are expected to follow standards and principles that 

guide their governing, legal and fiscal practices, which include stewarding of collections. ICOM 

issues a Code of Ethics in thirty-eight languages that gives clear guidance and provides universal 

standards for how museum staff should operate, including with collections care. UNESCO 

together with ICOM in 2015 approved and published, “Recommendation on the Protection and 

Promotion of Museums and Collections.” The American Alliance of Museums (AAM) publishes, 

“National Standards and Best Practices for U.S. Museums,” and also manages an optional 

accreditation program that museums can apply to in the hope of being recognized for meeting 

highest standards of practice in all areas. AAM’s Characteristics of Excellence include a section 

on Collections Stewardship (“Characteristics,” AAM). In addition, there are international, federal 

and state laws and precedent that proscribe how collections must be managed. And arching over 

                                                 
3 The American Alliance of Museums was called the American Association of Museums until their 2012 name 
change. 
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these rules and guidelines, there is the court of public opinion that expects museums to be 

diligent and responsible stewards of the objects in their care, and will share those objects 

generously with the public. 

But over time, museums have held varying attitudes about how best to share and make 

accessible their collections. Up until the early 20th century, museums primarily reflected the 

values, aesthetics and stories of the elite, serving as resting places for the accumulations of the 

wealthy few. In “The Origins of the Public Museum,” Jeffrey Abt describes how a few select 

U.S. families accrued tremendous wealth in the 19th century from their involvement in industrial 

growth, resource extraction, and westward expansion. These individuals, “devoted fortunes to 

acquiring all kinds of specimens and objects […] Those who possessed the wealth to acquire 

great collections also possessed the civic influence and social connections with other like-minded 

leaders to found cultural institutions modeled on those in Europe” (Abt, 2011, p.130).  

From Education to Engagement 

While these collections were assembled to reflect the interests and work of the select few, 

from the outset civic leaders saw and extolled the value of sharing these collections with the 

public. Through the 1800s and into the mid-1900s, museums were invested in their educational 

and social function (Abt, 2011; Hein, 1998). “The progressive social-political movements of the 

late nineteenth century and, specifically, the progressive education efforts in most Western 

societies, combined with child development research, led to the development of specialized 

educational activity and specialized personnel in museums in the twentieth century” (Hein, 2011, 

p. 344). The imperative towards democratic participation became more urgent from the 1950s 

on, stemming from political movements for racial and gender equality, social theory in academia, 

and developments in educational theory. These broader movements influenced museums, which 
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in recent decades have dedicated themselves to rethinking programs, exhibits, and collecting in 

order to better include people of all ages, background and socioeconomic classes. With the 

arrival of the 21st century, museums were no longer institutions for the few.  

Over the decades this has had dramatic impacts on what a museum visitor is likely to find 

and do as part of their museum experience. A series of seminal publications have staked out the 

shift in museums’ expected role in society. In 1992, improved public service and access became 

codified when the Museum Education Task Force of the American Association of Museums 

(AAM) issued the document, “Excellence and Equity.” This publication was later revised and 

reissued as, “Excellence in Practice: Museum Education Principles and Standards,” by what had 

by then become AAM’s Education Committee (and is now EdCom). The three pillars of this 

document are Accessibility, Accountability, and Advocacy, suggesting that these commitments 

should guide the work of museum education programs, and museum work as a whole. 

While in the 1990s museums spoke of access, the term was later subsumed by 

“engagement,” which remains the term of choice today. In 2002, the American Association of 

Museums published, “Mastering Civic Engagement: A Challenge to Museums,” as a “call to 

action” to museums to reimagine their community potential. More recently, Nina Simon has 

emerged as the de facto spokesperson for engagement in museums; her 2010 book, The 

Participatory Museum, instantly became seminal for the field, and Simon is now widely 

considered both in- and outside the field as a thought leader. Her central position is, “How can 

cultural institutions reconnect with the public and demonstrate their value and relevance in 

contemporary life? I believe they can do this by inviting people to actively engage as cultural 

participants, not passive consumers” (Simon, 2010, pp. i-ii). She states further, “In traditional 

exhibits and programs, the institution provides content for visitors to consume…In contrast, in 
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participatory projects, the institution supports multi-directional content experiences” (p. 2). In 

order to address this focus on engagement, museums are now widely challenging themselves to 

be mindful of meeting visitors where they are and bringing their voices and ideas into the 

museum environment.  

These changes in thinking and approach have had structural and operational 

consequences for museums. Many museums have restructured their internal work, and in 

particular the connections between education and curatorial departments, in order to address the 

heightened concern with engagement. Museum educators and public program staff have a greater 

role to play in various aspects of museums, from exhibit development, to visitor services, and 

with collections. These shifts and changes touch on philosophical as well as practical questions. 

“Museums have striven to become more democratic in their structure and more responsive at all 

levels to the interests of a broad-based public. This practical reconstruction entails implicit 

revisions of the fundamental concept of a museum, a concept that, among its early familiars, 

required no explanation and needed no reform” (Hein, 2000, p. 2). A shift towards greater public 

participation meant more change for some staff than for others. Curators, the designated content 

experts at museums, were and are being pressed to see their work differently, and “to act more 

like facilitators or mentors” (“Feeding,” 2013, p. 10). One curator notes, “I have come to believe 

and more fully understand that bringing cross-departmental knowledge, strengths and questions 

to the table results in more robust, thoughtful and dynamic experiences for our visitors…As 

curators, we want the community to be invested in these publically held treasures, to enjoy them 

often, to share them with friends, family, fellow visitors, and to feel a sense of pride and 

ownership” (Evans, 2014, p. 153). Today many museums have staff with titles like Director of 

Audience Engagement or Curator of Engagement. As audiences, engagement, and access become 
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an end and a focus in and of themselves, staff roles and accountabilities change and intertwine in 

new and different ways. And when the eye is on engagement, despite mission and best efforts of 

a dedicated staff, the commitment to collections can get lost in the shuffle. 

The Revenue Motive  

Museums are motivated to connect with new audiences, and to all audiences in new 

ways, in order to be equitable and inclusive. Finding new modes and models reflects a desire to 

adopt and demonstrate progressive values, and is also tied to museums’ concerns with being 

relevant, or operating in such a way that society continues to find value in their service to 

community. Relevance is inextricably tied to the organization’s viability and sustainability, which 

touches on an area all museums are concerned about: finances and the steady search for revenue. 

And with this financial drive comes questions as to how collections contribute to the bottom line. 

In years past, museums founded and supported by the few and focused on the 

“edification” of society had fewer financial demands; they had an established donor base, their 

social responsibility was proscribed, and they were fewer in number. But the number of 

museums have proliferated and grown. The Institute of Museum and Library Services reported 

that the total number of museums in the United States roughly doubled from 17,500 since just 

the 1990s, to over 35,000 in 2014 (Institute of Museum and Library Services, 2014). 

Competition for resources has grown accordingly, and museums have to work harder to secure 

support from diverse sources. In order to raise money from funders, museums are often 

compelled to demonstrate that they are addressing social issues and meeting people’s needs. 

Activities that aim to engage the public often have greater ability to earn money, either as earned 

or raised income.  

Museums have earned money through educational programs, gift shops and other efforts 
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for many years, but the drive to find revenue centers has become more urgent. Museums rent 

halls and even exhibit galleries for weddings, corporate events and other functions. Museum 

shops, bricks and mortar as well as online, sell goods of all types to please the patron-consumer 

and to help with cash flow. Cafés and restaurants may or may not net money for the organization 

but are often considered indispensable amenities for a visiting public accustomed to creature 

comforts to accompany their educational outings. And special events for the public create 

excitement and buzz as well as dollars from ticket and alcohol sales. 

All of this can present a challenge for museum collections. In a museum’s operations, 

while rentals, food service and gift shops are understood as “profit centers,” collections are 

“expense centers.” The sole way that collections might directly generate income is through loans 

of items to other museums for display, but this is more typical for larger art museums with 

exceptional items, and is offset by loans they themselves make from other museums. Museums 

provide for “care and feeding” of collections because that work is mission-critical, not because 

items earn money directly. Collections are thus vulnerable to being viewed as the most 

financially dependent and least “productive” area of a museum’s operations. 

For-Profit Influence 

Linked to museums’ need to earn revenue is pressure from key and influential 

stakeholders to adopt for-profit tactics. Museums are beholden to funders, board members, and a 

broader audience that often carries with it the sentiment that if nonprofits behaved more like for-

profits, they would more readily generate the revenue they need to sustain themselves. Aside 

from the fact that this ignores the differences between nonprofits, it is particularly problematic on 

the point of collections, which has no analogue in the for-profit world. 

In terms of raised revenue, funders are looking at nonprofit organizations of all kinds and 



            
 12 

 
asking how their support leads to change. Individual, corporate, foundation and government 

donors want the recipients of their support to evaluate their activities and demonstrate results 

with metrics and outcomes. While this has been true for some time, many of today’s 

philanthropists are increasingly focused on “impact” and “return on investment.” This is 

particularly true for the incoming, younger generation of prospective patrons (Reach Advisors, 

2013). Then-Director of the American Alliance of Museums James Ford Bell put it this way: 

“’Younger philanthropists and donors today are looking for measurable results…It used to be 

you gave because it was the Metropolitan Museum of Art. But today younger donors have a lot 

of things they can give to. They ask what the impact is going to be and how you’re going to 

measure that impact. The Rockefellers gave, but they weren’t looking for specific metrics.’” 

(Gelles, 2014) These frames can be problematic when it comes to collections. Collections can 

and do demonstrate value to the degree that they are exhibited and shared with the public. But 

understanding the “impact” or “return” of the ongoing stewardship of collections, work that is so 

integral to and expected of museums, is far more challenging to pin down. 

Boardroom leaders are influenced by this drive to identify impact as well, as museums 

researcher Maxwell Anderson found in a 2004 study on art museums. “Self‐described ‘venture 

philanthropists’ are just as determined to measure the value of their investment in non‐profits as 

they are in venture capital investments. This new generation of arts patrons, including influential 

collectors and trustees from the world of business, has an increasingly large share of attention in 

museum boardrooms” (p. 4). As many board members come from for-profit settings, they may 

not bring with them a working understanding of the value of collections. Board members are 

charged with oversight of the fiscal health of the organization. A board member reviewing a 
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museum’s financials would logically have an eye out for how the institution is maximizing any 

and all opportunities for revenue. For-profit paradigms are not built around assets that do not 

produce value or even necessarily appreciate. In fact, prevailing museum ethics state that 

museum collections should not even be listed as assets on a museum balance sheet, because it 

can be too tempting to treat them as liquid or “usable” assets. It therefore becomes difficult to 

discuss collections in the board room without them seeming like anything but “dead weight” for 

the budget. 

Marketing and external relations can also be a culprit here. Museums have borrowed 

heavily from the for-profit world on how best to reach people. Personal-interest stories are 

presumed to be a key way to reach one’s audiences; the organization puts its best face forward 

when activities are animated and populated with smiling, engaged visitors. Museums put 

tremendous resources into developing and delivering a consistent brand that tells a story and 

connects with existing and new audiences. A museum’s marketing area is likely to ask: What 

stories are we telling? What is the “product” we are presenting to our audiences? How do we 

draw people in and get people excited? While these are good and right questions to ask, they 

favor dynamic and people-driven activity. And once again, the “stuff” can be difficult to wedge 

into the discussion. 

With museums feeling the financial squeeze and being accountable to for-profit-minded 

influencers and entities that bring their own paradigms, how do museums make a case for 

collections? How do they articulate that collections are not a burden and a “loss” for the 

organization, but rather the key to its well-being and indeed its continued sustainability and 

existence?  
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Collections as Constituency 

Much of the problem with how people think about the artifacts and artwork in museums 

rests in understanding them as items that don’t carry meaning in and of themselves. Some 

perceive the vase, the sketch, or the photograph resting in their vaults as quiet and meaningless, 

only significant when they are brought into contact with an inquisitive public (think of the tree-

falling-in-the-woods analogy). Compounding this perception has been the lingering shadow of 

what museums used to be: places where meaning could only be surfaced by curators who at best 

were sharing their knowledge, but at worst were controlling and patronizing about the content 

they had exclusive claim to. The “participatory” mandate to museums says that “amateurs” (Nina 

Simon’s term) must wrest control away from curators and institutions who have monopolized 

content. But this frame says that meaning is still only made real through contact with the public. 

But what if one were to begin with the understanding that collections have their own 

voice? That items carry content from human experience with intrinsic power and stories that can 

be understood in their own terms? Collections items are physical objects that are to a certain 

degree immutable and carry certain embodied truths. Thus content is not entirely relative or even 

reliant on active engagement for their importance. Objects and artwork are themselves in essence 

active participants through the stories they carry. Just as human encounters depend on who is 

coming to the table, human interactions with objects are dynamic and variable dialogues.  

As museums have evolved over recent decades to being more audience-focused with the 

emphasis on access and engagement, museums can re-center their collections by naming them as 

their “third constituency,” with external audiences and internal audiences (staff and volunteers) 

being the other two constituencies. As museums accept fundamentally that their objects hold 

“meaning” (per the opening quote), they will activate this meaning by persistently incorporating 
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the collections’ “voice” into their work. As museums consider the wants and needs of their 

audiences and their staff and volunteers, they can ask the same of their collections: what do 

collections require of our work? By doing so, museums honor and protect in essence not only the 

objects themselves, but those who made, cared for, and passed along those items before they 

arrived into the museums’ care. Museums can make collections more central to their activities by 

intentionally promoting a dialogue between collections and its other two sets of stakeholder 

constituencies- staff and volunteers (including board members), and external audiences. A 

strategy for doing so is outlined below; some of these tactics are already common and 

widespread, but are offered here together to suggest linked and complementary strategies for 

advancing the voice of collections in museums’ everyday work. 

Collections and Internal Audiences 

Staff is the first line of those who can benefit from getting better acquainted with a 

museums’ collections. Many people working in museums today are not trained in museum work, 

instead coming from unrelated educational and professional backgrounds (Boylan, 2011). So 

from the outset the hiring museum cannot assume that new staff understands the importance of a 

museums’ collections, let along the holdings of that particular museum. As part of an onboarding 

or training process, every museum hire should receive as part of his or her orientation an 

overview of the museums’ collections. This can include everything from learning how many 

items the museum holds, to having a chance to get right into the collections in order to see and 

hold one or two items. Every new staff person could be asked to spend some time in their first 

month getting acquainted with the collection, perhaps tasked to identify a favorite piece. 

It is considered good practice for any museum to have a collection policy (also called a 

collection management policy) that dictates what a museum’s collection is, and how it is to be 
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managed and cared for. According to Lord, Lord and Martin, a collection policy is the, 

statement of the subject matter of a collection, its temporary and geographical limits, and 

any requirements as to material, conditions, size or other factors for inclusion in the 

collection, together with the terms, procedures, and forms under which acquisition (gift, 

loan, bequest, purchase) or deaccessioning may occur. (p. 657) 

Often a set of documents, this policy provides a fundamental blueprint for how the museum 

regards and manages its treasures. This is also information that should be considered very 

important for staff and board members to know and understand, as it speaks to the core of a 

museum’s activities. It defines how museums approach exhibitions, interact with prospective 

collections donors, and operate its facility. But it may or may not be part of the training for those 

who directly serve the interests of museums.  

Museums can take steps to more closely monitor how they are meeting the dictates of 

their collections policy, and thus their collections. It is fairly typical for museums to measure and 

track how they are serving the public- what is the calendar of upcoming events and programs, 

how many people were reached through a recent mailing, and how many people gave to the 

annual fund, for example. Collections policies can also offer categories and a source of ideas for 

a museum’s regular self-reporting and tracking. Is the museum meeting collecting goals? How 

many items were exhibited? Loaned to other institutions? Catalogued? Preserved, conserved or 

restored? How many items were studied by external researchers, or by staff and volunteers? Staff 

and leadership discussion and monitoring of these metrics can help connect more internal 

stakeholders to the work of collections at a museum. 

Before all of the above steps, a museum can benefit from a collections self-study, to 

understand how staff, board members and volunteers currently connect with collections. How 
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many existing staff work directly or indirectly with collections? How do collections connect with 

all areas of the organization? Are there new opportunities for connecting collections with 

activities, and are there barriers to those new avenues? A museum can also undertake the 

complicated task of quantifying the finances of collections- what are the true costs, and what 

activities depend in any way on the museum’s collections? This analysis could provide some 

important context and satisfy questions on the value of collections care and management. 

Collections and External Audiences 

Museums can benefit from “operationalizing” their collections internally. This is 

integrally connected to making their collections part of how they serve external audiences as 

well. Museums can begin this work by considering all the ways they share their collections with 

the public, and then expanding that list. They can also think about how they bring context and 

relevance into the moments when collections items are shared, so that those items are not 

divorced from their importance and meaning.  

Exhibitions are one of the first ways we think about how museums showing their 

collections. These are the moments when museums pull their treasures out of cabinets and 

storerooms, and place them safely in a display case for all to see. This is perhaps what museums 

are most uniquely qualified to do. Objects are typically interpreted for their intrinsic meaning- a 

chair’s Federalist design characteristics, for instance, or how a painting exemplifies the 

brushstroke of a well-known artist. But are there many more stories that the object itself can tell: 

who owned it, how it came to the museum, which curators and conservators care for it now. And 

what significance does this object hold now- why is it important that this museum keep this 

object for us in perpetuity? These starting points for discussion are excellent opportunities to 

engage audiences, but they also allow the piece to “speak,” even in a sense to advocate for its 
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importance. The Chicago History Museum opened an exhibit where they literally presented the 

text on each exhibit in first person, as if the items were speaking for themselves and telling their 

own stories (Johnson, 2015). This kind of approach underscores how important the museum’s 

work is as a platform for those voices. 

Open storage (also termed visible storage) is a strategy some museums have long 

employed, and which seems now to be gaining additional popularity. There are different ways to 

offer open storage. One approach is to actually place all or a large portion of a museum’s 

holdings in display cases for visitors to see during an everyday visit. Some museums select 

particular areas of their collections to share in this way; the Denver Art Museum shows its pre-

Columbian collection only in open storage fashion. The Luce Center for American Art at the 

Brooklyn Museum is an exceptional example; not only do they highlight this asset by terming it 

“Visible Storage-Study Center,” but they accompany it with a searchable online guide to the 

items on display (Bohlen, 2001). This is an alternative to the approach of most museums that put 

only a fraction of their items on display at any given time. Putting a large array out to see can be 

impressive and thrilling for viewers. 

Museums also offer open storage intermittently through programs or media outlets. The 

Science Museum of Minnesota opens its collections up to the public every several months, 

drawing thousands of visitors who are excited by the opportunity go behind the scenes to see 

dinosaur bones and bird specimens carefully arranged and protected. Recently, photos of the 

Smithsonian’s collection areas made the rounds on social media. Photographer Chip Clark 

invited collections staff at the National Museum of Natural History to literally open drawers to 

show his lens a dazzling array of minerals, pressed plants, and fossils (Designboom, 2016). 

When museums offer collections-focused behind-the-scenes opportunities via websites or 
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social media, they help audiences better understand the type and extent of work that collections 

work entails. The Canadian Museum of History offers a rich example in a journal-like post from 

their paper conservator: 

The extensive use of washi by artists and printmakers of Kinngait Studios, from the first 

five Inuit printmakers to the contemporary artists who followed in their footsteps, is made 

clear when one examines the Inuit print collection at the Museum of History. Numbering 

over 6,000 individual works of art, the Museum’s Inuit print collection is the most 

comprehensive of its kind in the world (Gould, 2015).  

The article effectively illuminates the scope, quality, and critical importance of the author’s and 

the museum’s work. 

Sometimes museums are moved to pay greater attention to collections because the items 

in their care have greater importance to community members than to the institution itself. 

Working with Native American communities has pressed many museums to take steps to connect 

objects that are still “living” in their source communities, to those communities. The Minnesota 

Historical Society (MNHS) allows for ritual smudging (burning of sage) in collections areas in 

order to honor the wishes and needs of Native communities in relationship to Native objects held 

in MNHS collections (Minnesota Historical Society, p. 6). When MNHS began developing an 

exhibit on the Dakota War, staff approached Dakota people to invite them to participate in 

curating the exhibit. Their response was that they instead wanted greater access to the Dakota 

items in the Historical Society’s collections, and MNHS accelerated digitization of these items in 

order to make them viewable to Dakota people around North America (“Featured member”). 

This openness to recognizing that objects have significance and meaning, and then honoring 

peoples’ connections to those objects, gives museums particular and unique importance as 
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keepers of objects, knowledge and relationships. 

Museums can strategically gain great benefit from highlighting their collections in 

fundraising efforts. The Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture in Seattle is undertaking 

a $100 million expansion, and the campaign case is built on the social value of its collections. 

The main campaign page leads with this: 

The Burke’s collections connect the past, present, and future. They give us a way to trace 

history, provide a spark for stories and ideas, and connect us to each other and to our 

environment. Today, these objects are hidden behind walls, inaccessible to the very 

people they are intended to serve. The Burke is engaged in a multi-year transformation 

project that will culminate in a new museum facility on the University of Washington 

(UW) campus. The New Burke will invite everyone to uncover the depth and breadth of 

the museum’s collections and experience the thrill of daily discoveries generated at the 

museum (Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture). 

This is an unabashed, unapologetic statement of the importance of the Burke’s collections. The 

museum is stating unequivocally that the Burke is a place for collections, that collections serve a 

critical purpose, and that collections have their own needs and requirements- in essence, the New 

Burke will serve the collections, which in turn will serve the community. The Museum of Fine 

Arts in Boston took a different approach in a recent fundraising effort, but one that also 

“centered” the collections in the effort. With long-time director Malcolm Rogers leaving after 

twenty years of service, the Museum raised support for new donations to the collections, 

highlighted Rogers’ favorite artworks in a “Cheers to Malcolm” send-off program for the general 

public, and called out the permanent collection in a “20 Reasons to Visit” campaign. So in the 

midst of celebratory public events and an accompanying media blitz, the organization did not 
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lose sight of the centrality of the collections to its work (Blum, 2016). 

As the prior examples illustrate, museums can capitalize on collections as a means to 

connect with audiences, be innovative and leverage opportunities. The museums mentioned here 

have found ways to in effect facilitate opportunities for collections to speak directly to audiences 

in ways that are meaningful and consistent with the organizations’ goals and missions. 

Cycling Museum of Minnesota-An Illustration 

Larger, long-standing museums oftentimes set the tone for the values and direction of the 

museum field as a whole. But small, start-up museums can be valuable referents to understand 

what the critical components are from the outset for a strong and sustainable museum. The 

Cycling Museum of Minnesota is a small start-up museum, founded in 2013 and operated by an 

all-volunteer board. A study of the organization suggests that the museum’s collections have been 

critical and formative to the museum, both in terms of its internal work as well as connecting 

with outside audiences (Clark, 2016). 

The Cycling Museum of Minnesota was originally founded due to a collection, a fact true 

of many museums. Private bike collector Juston Anderson placed several bikes on display at the 

Minnesota State Fair in the summer of 2013. When he found that the exhibit met with 

tremendous positive feedback from the public, he was inspired to start a museum, and connected 

with Recovery Bike Shop owners Seth Stattmiller and Brent Fuqua who had an available vacant 

space above their store. Anderson, Stattmiller and Fuqua proceeded to enlist the participation of 

several people enthusiastic about both bikes and museums, and in early 2014 the group formed a 

steering committee and formally incorporated as the Cycling Museum of Minnesota.  

In early months, the volunteers organizing the effort to launch the Museum began to do 

research to make the case for why a cycling museum was important and deserving of support. 
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Committee members found several cycling museums in the United States; however, many of 

these museums were in name only, as they were in fact private collections being displayed and 

shared by the individuals who owned them. There were also several instances where the owner 

of the collection passed away and the collection was sold and dispersed into other private 

collections- or the owners themselves simply decided to sell their collections. Examples of 

private collections dispersed just since 2010 are the Pedaling History Bicycle Museum in New 

York (owned by Carl and Clarice Burgwardt), the New England Muscle Bicycle Museum in 

Connecticut, and the Metz Bicycle Museum in New Jersey. One visitor to the Pedaling History 

Bicycle Museum lamented upon its closing, “While on the one hand I am glad that the sale is 

bringing in so much money for Mr. Burgwardt's family, I find it very sad that such a marvelous 

[sic] collection is being dispersed” (“The Pedaling History Bicycle Museum; Fading into 

memory,” 2013). More egregious are examples where an entity calling itself a museum is 

actually actively engaged in bike sales; for instance, the “Online Bicycle Museum” prominently 

features a “Vintage Bikes for Sale” tab on its website. The consequences of not following 

appropriate museum ethics in regards to public access to collections are real. CMM leaders 

agreed from the beginning that the Cycling Museum of Minnesota was to be a place to keep 

bikes in the public trust in order to be able to share its collections in perpetuity (Clark, p. 11). 

In early 2014, the Cycling Museum of Minnesota applied for a grant to develop a 

collections management policy and plan. There were several reasons to do so. Volunteers with 

the organization that brought professional museum experience knew that these are foundational 

and guiding documents for museums. Everyone agreed that it was important to have a common 

guiding plan for all board members; the collections documents became a critical point of 

reference for all, and an educational moment in particular for those volunteers without a museum 
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background on how best to steward the objects. CMM also found that it was very helpful in 

talking with prospective donors to be able to note that the organization had policies in place that 

help ensure responsible care of donated items. Possibly most important, it was critically 

important with the founder being a bike collector that CMM articulate for itself how it 

differentiated its collecting from Juston Anderson’s personal collecting-a clarification that 

Anderson himself indicated he found helpful. 

The collections policy took on additional importance when the Cycling Museum began 

encountering challenges in its initial location. Two primary concerns emerged while at Recovery 

Bike Shop; that the bikes could not be adequately secured, and that CMM was having difficulty 

building an identity separate from the bike shop. It became clear that having a museum in the 

same space where used bikes were being sold was challenging. The collections policy and 

conversations surrounding its development were crucial to the museum understanding its role 

and identity apart from Recovery. Eventually, the issued proved irreconcilable. In seeking a new 

location, CMM was able to rely on the collections policy to provide important parameters for 

what the collections, and thus the organization, needed. The question asked of the new spaces 

considered was: “Does this location serve the collection?” Eventually, the Cycling Museum 

selected the vacated educational wing of a church that provided a functional, commodious, and 

safe setting for the bikes. A separate entry ensured controlled access as well as a distinct identity. 

All of the above addresses how central collections were to the internal work of the 

Cycling Museum in its first several months. But it had also been evident that collections have 

been essential in the development of external relationships as well. Minneapolis/St. Paul and 

Minnesota as a whole consistently rank high in national measures of being bike-friendly and high 

bike ridership. Bicycling Magazine has placed Minneapolis in its top three most bike friendly 
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cities in the United States in its last three rankings (Dille, 2014). An international index placed 

Minneapolis as the only United States city among the twenty most bike-friendly cities worldwide 

(Copenhagenize.eu). CMM has hypothesized that local audiences are predisposed to be 

interested in the history and cultural context of bikes. But with so many bike-related 

organizations, the Cycling Museum is also concerned that it would be just “one more bike 

organization” and audiences would be oversaturated. At its first open house in August 2014, 

when the Cycling Museum first shared its collection in an exhibit for the general public, 

audiences responded enthusiastically to the objects presented. The general feedback was that a 

cycling museum was a great idea, an idea whose time had come. With no permanent, designated 

place for vintage bikes in such a bike-friendly place, the shared sentiment from individuals and 

other organizations was that it would be a positive addition to have a repository for bike history 

in particular. The objects themselves invited close study and curiosity, giving evidence that when 

given the opportunity, people found meaning and relevance in the objects. 

In addition, the Cycling Museum of Minnesota has found particularly meaningful 

engagement and connections with individuals around their specific objects. Several individuals 

have donated items to the nascent museum, understanding immediately the possibility of having 

items significant to them coming to rest in a place where they would be safe for others to 

appreciate. The donor of one bike noted that he couldn’t see selling or disposing of his bicycle to 

a place where it would become separated from the meaning it had gained in his care. These 

connections made with prospective donors quickly brought into focus for the volunteers of the 

Cycling Museum that their work had great import; that they were inheriting not only objects, but 

the personal stories accompanying them. 

Finally, it has become evident that the bicycles and related artifacts and archival materials 
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have great, evocative appeal for people. Bicycles are objects that show evidence of design, of 

manufacture, and of purposeful use. All of these are qualities that yield aesthetic markers, and 

CMM has found that this gives bikes appeal- and not only to bike-lovers. In other words, the 

objects are curiosities, and even more so when enlivened by narration from a knowledgeable 

individual standing alongside. In 2015, a photographer took photos of twenty bikes in the CMM 

collection, from full portraits to close-in detail shots, and those pictures have had great resonance 

for people to study, understand and appreciate the objects in ways they may not have before. The 

Cycling Museum, by offering up and “framing” bikes of different eras for its audiences, have 

brought them into focus and raised their relevance for appreciative audiences. 

The Cycling Museum of Minnesota, as a small, start-up museum, is in a sense a museum 

stripped down to its bare essence. In its first formative years, it demonstrates what aspects of 

museum work are most consequential to defining the work and relationships, internal and 

external. It is evident from the work to date that collections are absolutely at the core of the 

work, and without a clear and concerted commitment to the collections, the Cycling Museum of 

Minnesota would have less focus and vision. By seeking to represent the interests of the 

collections, CMM better represents its own interests as a whole. 

Re-Centering Collections for Sustainability and Relevance 

There is something of a trope in circulation about museums at this time: that museums 

have a choice between a past, burdened by commitment to dust-covered old items, and a shining 

new future. The author of a 2013 special section on museums in The Economist expressed this 

perspective as follows: 

Museums are meant to preserve and safeguard the collections entrusted to them, which 

makes them naturally conservative. Yet with public funds likely to remain tight for the 
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foreseeable future, and private money free to back institutions that are seen as winners, 

they will have to do some innovative thinking over the next 20 years, both to deal with 

unavoidable change and to seize new opportunities. (“Feeding the culture vultures,” 

2013, p. 11) 

The term “conservative” here can be misconstrued as suggested averse to change, but the author 

is correct: museums are about conserving, or protecting and preserving. But while this quote 

seems to suggest that in order to be successful, museum will need to step towards alternative 

models of thinking, innovative thinking can in fact take place within an existing commitment to 

conservative practices- this need not be an either/or proposition. Museums can center the 

collections in their work by understanding them as being foundational, integral, available and 

indispensable. 

Foundational: Collections are foundational to museum work in two respects. Museums 

are responsible for protecting and caring for objects in order to share them with the public. Thus, 

collections form the bedrock basis for individual museums, their raison d’etre. On a second level, 

society relies on museums to play that role. The Smithsonian Institution has been referred to as 

“The Nation’s Attic.” But David Skorton, who assumed leadership of the Smithsonian Institution 

as its Secretary in 2015, objected, saying he was “‘not fond of that expression […] I think about 

an attic as somewhere that you sort of put stuff that you used to be interested in and might be 

interested in again someday. You don't know for sure. The Smithsonian, I've learned, is much 

more dynamic than that’” (Gresko, 2015). While it’s true that the term “attic” (or its ilk) may be 

limiting, it can also express a point of strength, illustrating that an organization is taking 

responsibility for harboring the items that no one else will.  

Integral: Collections are an essential and indispensable part of a museum’s operation; if 
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you compromise or remove collections as a well-functioning element of the museum “machine,” 

it will cease to function. Museums are integrated organisms, but how collections “talk” to the 

other activities can be more or less nurtured and supported. Resources are dedicated to 

collections for good reason, and those investments are not a thing apart from the remainder of the 

museum. 

Available: Museums keep items in the public trust in order to share them, in perpetuity. 

This is a charge that museums take seriously and are tackling in earnest. Museums share their 

collections with the public to various degrees of openness, as the examples above illustrate. 

Museums in practical, day-to-day terms protect and preserve their collections with walls, 

cabinets, and climate control. But museums as a whole can best protect their institutions’ and the 

field’s long-term viability and value to people by imagining those controlled conditions as being 

the “garage” for items meant to be taken out for a spin. Museums are risk-averse with their 

collections, but focusing too greatly on protecting collections from harm can incur greater 

damage in the long run. 

Indispensable: Objects have importance. The tangible items that constitute our present 

and past are conveyances for knowledge and understanding. In an age where so much of the 

information and material we are presented with is virtual, people continue to look for and relate 

to what is real. Museums do not give meaning to these objects- they are inherently significant to 

individuals and to societies. And when objects go away- when they deteriorate, are discarded or 

destroyed, they cannot be retrieved. Recognizing the value of irreplaceable objects, the 

International Committee of the Blue Shield (ICBS) was formed in 1996 to help protect items 

threatened by conflict. The 2003 wartime looting of the Iraq National Museum in Baghdad gave 

evidence that the contents of museums are tied up with people’s heritage and identity, and the 
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care of those contents cannot be taken for granted. But in the absence of war and conflict, there is 

the danger that societies can become complacent to the value and the vulnerability of the “stuff” 

of their cultural heritage.  

By standing by these four tenets to hold up the centrality of collections in their work- that the 

items in their care are foundational, integral, available, and indispensable- museums give 

collections agency in their work. Keeping these four guiding words in mind, museums will make 

museums active constituents, in a sense giving them a “vote” in the museums’ work. 
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