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Abstract:  
 
The primary aim of many American university art museums (also known as teaching or 

campus museums) is to create a space that is removed from the pressures of the 

commercial art world where students, artists, community members, curators, and faculty 

can join together to have direct experiences with art. These museums often operate as 

independent units within institutions of higher education and are thus granted the 

academic freedom to investigate controversial topics that would otherwise be avoided, 

ignored or censored. While research has illuminated that the core audience for 

American museums is primarily non-Hispanic whites, and that museum audiences are 

radically less diverse than the American public, today’s campus art museums serve 

both the largest and most demographically diverse student body in history. However, 

research is limited on university art museum participation or the extent to which 

teaching museum participation reflects and shapes trends across the field. Through 23 

semi-structured interviews with university art museum educators, community 

engagement specialists, and curators from across the United States, the researcher 

investigates how academic museums attract and engage their diverse communities 

while also navigating and responding to the current social and political environment. 

The results of this study indicate that many academic art museums consider community 

participation a priority, yet internal structures are hierarchical and staffed by 

predominately white females. These traditional operating paradigms create both internal 

and external power dynamics that create barriers for community participation. The 

researcher posits that by adapting a human-centered ‘abundant community’ framework 

at all levels of the museum ecosystem, teaching museums have the power to 

systematically address disparities in museum participation and representation, harness 

their platforms for radical truth telling, and redirect the meanings, purposes and 

potentials of museums across the world.  
 

Keywords: museums, engagement, public practice, new museology, arts equity, 

interpretation, museology 

 



 
MUSEUMS: MAKE / MATTER 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 
MUSEUMS: MAKE / MATTER 5 

 

Introduction:  

 

The roles, functions and meanings of art museums have evolved significantly 

over time. Since their formal development in the pre-modern period, their existence has 

created a tension which asks: what and whom are museums for and (why) do they 

matter? According to recent consumer behavior research, between 2003 and 2017 the 

number of visitors to cultural organizations, and specifically to museums, has continued 

to decline (La Placa Cohen, 2017). In order to find lasting stability, museums must 

critically examine and reaffirm their role in society. What follows is an examination of the 

ongoing evolution of art museums, unique factors intrinsic to the university art museum 

sector, and the role university art museums play in the soft power spectrum. To begin, 

the researcher provides a historical overview of the development of the art museum, an 

examination of ‘new museology’ and the changing nature of museum practice. Utilizing 

new museology as a lens, conclusions are drawn from 23 semi-structured interviews 

with university art museum curatorial, education and engagement staff to argue that 

despite the current social, political and economic pressures, university art museums are 

primed to lead a field-wide change in the praxis of new museology. 
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The Muses: 

 

Some argue that art, the physical representation of abstract thought, is a defining 

characteristic of ‘humanness’ (Morriss-Kay, 2010). In 2017 with the aid of uranium-

thorium dating, scientists were able to verify cave paintings from three different sites in 

Spain to be at least 64,000 years old (Hoffmann, et. al, 2017). These cave art paintings 

are comprised of mainly red and black pigments that depict and represent various 

animals, linear signs, geometric shapes, hand stencils, and handprints. Not only are 

these the oldest dated cave paintings in the world, but they predate the arrival of 

modern humans in Europe by at least 20,000 years, which suggests that they are of 

Neanderthal origin (Hoffmann, et. al, 2017). Whether human or Neanderthal, this 

material evidence suggests that art-making is a deeply ingrained and complex symbolic 

behavior that has been part of humans individual and group identity for millennia.  

The acquisition and use of objects is so fundamental to the lives of human beings 

that it is has been suggested that the “origins of the twin concepts of preservation and 

interpretation, which form the basis of the museum, lie in the human propensity to 

inquire and acquire” (Lewis, 1985, p. 481). Additionally, material evidence from across 

the globe provides evidence that the ceremonial display and collection of religious, 

magical, aesthetic, and historical artifacts date back to Babylonian and Palaeolithic 

times (Bello, 2013). In his essay, Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, critical 

theorist Walter Benjamin argues that,  

The earliest artworks originated in the service of rituals - first magical, then 

religious...The elk depicted by Stone Age man on the walls of his cave is an 

instrument of magic, and is exhibited to others only coincidentally; what matters 
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is that the spirit sees it. Only later, did it come to be recognizable as a work of art 

(1935, p. 25). 

Here the artwork is assigned value because of its use within a ritualistic and religious 

tradition. Benjamin continues: “the authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is 

transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to 

the history which it has experienced” (p. 23). The aura of an object, in other words, is 

something that needs to be brought to consciousness (van den Akker, 2016). Since 

ancient times, humans have invested artifacts with aesthetic qualities - but it is through 

the act of looking back that a status is asserted on their meanings.   

While the informal practice of collecting and displaying art and artifacts had been 

utilized by humans since pre-history, the concept of the modern museum as a place 

where learning and objects are associated can be traced back to ancient Greece and 

the founding of the Library of Alexandria (Gunay, 2012). It is believed that around 295 

BCE, the scholar and orator Demetrius of Phalerum, convinced Ptolemy I Soter to 

establish a great library that would house a copy of every book in the world. 

Subsequently, under the authority of Ptolemy I, Demetrius organised the construction of 

the Temple of the Muses also known as the Mouseion (Gunay, 2012). It is difficult to 

determine exactly what activities took place at the Mouseion, but what is known is that it 

contained a public lecture-room, a common hall, objects of art, natural history and 

botanical and zoological gardens (Murray, 1996).  

Alexandria was an important center of the ancient world and acted as a beacon 

for merchants, tourists, religious prophets, and the most regarded intellectual minds of 

the time. As such, the Mouseion served as the center of research and the pursuit of 

scholarship. Said scholarship emphasized logic and championed the idea of impartial, 
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rational observation of the natural world (Gunay, 2012). Utilizing objects as the source 

of information, the Mouseion laid the conceptual basis of the museum development. 

(Simmons, 2016). This period is regarded by many historians to be the foundation of 

Western civilization and its domination over many preceding schools of thought (Murray, 

1996). 

Centuries after the founding of the Mouseion and the pursuit of ‘rational’ 

scholarship, it was during the Renaissance period (1300-1700) when collecting objects 

became fashionable as a social activity and as an intellectual pursuit for individuals 

(Findlen, 2004). Known by different names across the Europe, such as museo, teatro, 

microcosm, gallery gazophylacium, study, memory room, Wunderkammer and ‘cabinets 

of curiosity’, these collections often contained such fantastically mis-identified objects 

such as unicorn horns (narwhal teeth), giant bones (elephant bones), Egyptian 

mummies, holy relics, works of art, and ethnographic objects from far corners of the 

world (Murray, 2006). The physical sites of display for these collections ranged from 

actual cabinets to entire wings of palaces that were owned by wealthy families, rulers, 

government officials, physicians, clerics, lawyers and apothecaries (Simmons, 2016).  

In the article Epistemic Infrastructure in the Rise of the Knowledge Economy, it is 

stated that in the Renaissance period collecting became a form of inquiry:  

a means of creating a didactic resource that initially made sense only to the 

collector but with organization and codification, was transformed into a resource 

that could be shared among collectors and with inquisitive people to create a 

common knowledge (Hedstrom, 2018, p.5).  
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As the practice of collecting significant objects grew in prominence, a new and more 

comprehensive way of documenting collections through catalogs emerged. These 

catalogs provided not only an interpretation and analysis of the collection, but also a 

comprehensive listing of all objects in the collection (Simmons, 2016). It should be 

noted that for the most part, collecting was part of a private and domestic culture that 

was almost exclusively male (Findlen, 2003). In many ways, the cabinets provided a 

mirror of society which reflected the views and attitudes of the dominant society, and the 

material evidence of the colonial achievements of European cultures (Simpson, 1996).  

Following the notion that the museum was born from a desire to physically 

represent the otherwise intangible experience of the self-proclaimed intellectual, it was 

the methodological premise that translated itself into a wide variety of social and cultural 

forms. These collections were positioned to signify and confirm the existence of the 

divine order of the world and man’s domination over nature and other historic cultures 

and peoples (Prezioski & Farago, 2004). Along with art and ethnographic artifacts, 

collecting natural objects figured prominently within 17th century culture. Further, as 

humanism spread across the globe with the opening of the trade routes to India, the 

discovery of the New World, the founding of factories and trading stations in both the 

East and West Indies, and the establishment of missions by the Church in ‘heathen’ 

nations, the phenomena of the material world were beginning to be explored and 

studied with scientific interest (Murray,1996). By displaying objects and artifacts in 

museums from other lands, countries and their rulers demonstrated their ability to 

collect, display dominance, and control the world beyond their borders. This period of 

colonial expansion was accompanied by the development of the disciplines of natural 
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history and ethnography, and the rise of private and institutional collection building. In 

many cases, museums became the holding places for collections that were acquired 

through colonial conquests, which positioned museums as key institutions in Western 

European colonial projects (Davis, 2011). Collecting, organizing and displaying nature 

became a way of maintaining control over the natural world (Simmons, 2016).  

The concept of the modern museum emerged from the Renaissance cabinets of 

curiosity, and collections became more specialized and focused (Simmons, 2016). The 

practice of collecting shifted from the strange and unusual, to objects that were 

representative of the finest that the world had to offer (Bennett, 2005). With the 

flowering of ideals of the Enlightenment era and an encyclopedic spirit of inquiry, the 

museum concept began to take hold in the United States shortly after the American 

Revolution (Harrison, 1993). Scholars broadly note that the American museum 

enterprise was modeled after its European predecessor. Many natural history museums 

and art museums were founded with the intention of focusing on the scientific 

discoveries and artistic developments in North America, but also emulated their 

European counterparts - including the development of Classical collections from ancient 

Egypt, Greece, Mesopotamia and Rome. Additionally, buildings which were to house 

these collections were fashioned to look like Greek temples or Renaissance palaces 

(Anderson, 2012).  

The early American museums served the development of ‘useful’ knowledge and 

collections worked to support the growth of industry and promote a sense of national 

identity (Dugatkin, 2009). In the decades following the post-Civil War (1870’s) some of 

the most significant American public museums were opened, including the American 
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Museum of Natural History in New York (1869), the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston 

(1870), the Metropolitan Museum of Art (1870) and the Philadelphia Museum of Art 

(1876), the Art Institute of Chicago (1879) and the Field Museum (1893) (Rorschbach, 

2005). This era of intense museum building, in both an intellectual and physical sense, 

is often called The Museum Period or The Golden Museum Age.  

During this golden age of museum expansionism there gradually developed a 

body of theory, the study of which is known as museology: the science of organizing, 

arranging, and managing museums (Desvallées & Mairesse, 2009). The ideology of 

museology is based on the stewardship of collections and holds curatorship as being 

central to the museum enterprise (McCall, 2013). Museum stewardship is defined as the  

careful, sound and responsible management of that which is entrusted to a 

museum’s care; and also incurs legal, social and ethical obligations to provide 

proper physical storage, management and care for the collections and 

associated documentation, as well as proper intellectual control (AAM).  

Within the museum concept, the curator is defined as “a keeper or custodian of a 

museum collection” (OED).  

In the mid to late nineteenth century, curators were being driven by the 

disciplines of anthropology and sociology and rearranged what had been taxonomical 

displays into evolutionary sequences ordered by geology and history (Hooper-Greenhill, 

1992). Collecting became more institutionalized, specialized societies for museum 

professionals were developed, and museums began to systematically establish their 

record keeping of acquisitions, inventories, and displays (Anderson, 2012). Specific 

types of museums emerged, such as zoos, natural history museums, art museums, 
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botanical gardens, and aquariums. Museums were increasingly classified by the types 

of objects in their collection, target audience, and intended mission (Murray, 1996).  

Some scholars argue that within the nineteenth century museum, history 

assumed a paternalistic countenance of fate,  

it told the awed visitor that all stages of the past belong to a necessary pattern of 

reason, triumph, and order; that ‘all is as it should be’ on the stage of world 

history. Order was constructed as a pageant of high artistic and historical 

moments, and history was to be viewed as an uninterrupted series of climaxes 

(Maleuvre, 1999, p. 10).  

The idea of the museum as a collections-focused, building-based institution was well 

established and helped to shape the perception of the museum as a cultural authority – 

upholding and communicating truth (Harrison, 1993).  

 Reflecting on the role of the museum in society, renowned sociologist Tony 

Bennett (1995) draws on the concept of liberal government as defined by Michel 

Foucault to suggest that the nineteenth century museum was part of strategies by 

Western governments to “produce a citizenry that, rather than be directed by coercive or 

external forces, monitored and regulated its own conduct” (Bennett, p. 24 ). To 

incorporate the masses into this strategy, “the (private) space of museums that 

previously had been restricted and socially exclusive were made public. As such, 

objects and artifacts, especially those related to high culture, became instruments for 

these new tasks of social management” (Mairesse & Desvallées, 2010, p.18).  

The 20th century brought pivotal movements in the evolution of the museum 

concept. John Cotton Dana, an American museum and library director, “championed the 

movement of museums from elitist to more socially responsive cultural institution in 

service to the public” (Anderson, 2012, p. 6). In one of his most significant articles, The 
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Gloom of the Museum (1917), Dana encouraged other museum directors to establish 

new methods for reaching a broader public and dismantling an exclusive attitude about 

who should benefit from the museum. Dana wrote, “Now seems to come the demand 

that the museum serve its people in the task of helping them to appreciate the high 

importance of the manner, to hold by laws of simplicity and restraint, and to broaden 

their sympathies and multiply their interests” (Cited in Anderson, 2012, p. 7). 

Both this sequence of events and motives evoke the writing of Walter Benjamin 

(1934) in which he describes the shift in the auras decay resting in two circumstances: 

first, the increasing emergence of the masses and second, the growing intensity of their 

movements. “Namely, the desire of the [...] masses to get closer to things, and their 

equally passionate concern for overcoming each things uniqueness” (p. 3). Benjamin 

notes that because the unique value of the authentic work of art originates in ritual 

practices, once the work of art is detached from its ritualistic roots, its social function is 

immediately redirected towards political goals. Museum scholar Didier Maleuvre writes: 

The museum endangers artistic and cultural authenticity by removing artworks 

and artifacts from their original locations and placing them in galleries where they 

can only be gawked at, and never, so to speak, lived with. Loss of context, loss 

of cultural meaning, destruction of a direct connection with life, promotion of an 

esthetically alienated mode of observation, instigation of a passive attitude 

towards the past and a debilitating mood of nostalgia (1998, p. 2). 

In transferring objects into the museum space they become musealized1, meaning they 

become “a document of reality by being relocated from [their] authentic environment into 

a museum reality” (Maroevic, 1999, p. 134). Art, then, is no longer defined by its auratic 

                                                 
1 The musealization of objects is a fundamental aspect of new museology and museological 
theory (Simmons, 2016).  
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value, but rather its exhibition value becomes its dominant feature (Benjamin, 1934). 

Museums therefore operate as more than just a mere historical object - they 

manufacture an image of history (Maleuvre, 1999). Following this claim of epistemic 

authority, all museum exhibitions can be read as arguments: they make assessments 

about history and aesthetics, they describe what counts as progress and about the 

relationships between people and things, and they naturalize particular ways of looking 

at the world (Butler & Leher, 2016). This dual function of museums, as preservers of 

objects and educators of people, continues to be critically examined and debated in the 

21st century. 

 

New Museology and Museum Practice 

In the 1970s scholars began publishing criticisms on the traditional structure of 

museums. These critics targeted museums and  

their inability to take part in the processes of social development and identity 

building of public communities; lagging behind the emerging and wider notions of 

heritage, environment and cultural relativism; and lacking inclusive means to deal 

with the emerging pluralistic society where refined understandings of gender, 

race and class began to dominate (Babić, 2009, p.3).  

Cultural theorists from a range of disciplines including sociology, anthropology, history, 

philosophy and gender studies, had begun to critically examine the construct of the 

museum and question its role in the social constructions of knowledges, histories, and 

identities (Duclos, 1994; Marstine 2008). Concurrent to the criticisms, and perhaps as a 

result of them, a new museology emerged from these perceived failings and is based on 

the idea that the role of museums in society needed to change (Mairesse & Desvalées, 

1977).   



 
MUSEUMS: MAKE / MATTER 15 

 

Traditional ideas about museums, and their role in creating hierarchies among 

sexes, classes and cultures, were seen to have contributed to the institutions public 

perception as elitist. It has also been argued that traditional museology operates to 

privilege the museums collection-based function, elevating the cultural tastes and 

narratives of very specific social groups (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000). The call for a new 

museology sought to redefine the relationship that museums have with people and their 

communities, and to create more access for and representation of diverse groups 

(Stam, 1993). One critical component of new museology is a call for a more active role 

of the public, as both visitors and controllers of the curatorial function (Black, 2005; 

Kreps, 2009). This shifts the museums focus away from objects and onto people. Within 

the new museology paradigm, there is also an expectation that museums harness their 

ability to shape public perception and take an active role in addressing pressing social 

issues of the day such as discrimination and inequality within society (Sandell, 2007).  

New museology can be described as operating in the continuum of museology, 

but more so as a discourse that examines the social and political roles of museums and 

encourages new communication and styles of expression (Mairesse & Desvalées, 

2010). As such, new museology has become a theoretical and philosophical movement 

linked to a shift in focus and intention within the museum world and away from the 

functional idea of museums. Through this lens, there exists a critical questioning of 

museums in the conservation and epistemological status of objects on display, and the 

nature and purposes of museum scholarship (Smith, 1989). Since this shift was met 

with different levels of embracement from institutions, there is no scholarly consensus 

on when the paradigm officially emerged. It should be noted that new museology 
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necessitates some form of radical reassessment of the roles and norms of museological 

practice.  

One of the most influential and widespread terminology of the new museological 

discourse thus far has been the ecomuseum (Montanari, 2015). Coined by museum 

scholar Hugues de Varine (1978), the ecomuseum combines the concepts of ecology 

and museum. Varine describes an institution that is focused on the identity of a place 

and is based on local participation, with the aim of enhancing the welfare and 

development of local communities (Babić, 2009). Though it would not be properly 

named until 1979, the ecomuseum concept began in twentieth century European 

industrial towns as a way for local communities to navigate their heritage and changing 

way of life in a postindustrial era (Graybeal, 2010). A typical ecomuseum operates 

through “fragmented site interpretation within a specifically defined territory of human 

and natural milieu, functions in a democratic way for community empowerment and 

identity building, and serves for the total development of the territory through judicious 

exploitation of its natural and cultural resources” (Davis, 2011, p.66). George Henri 

Rivière, the French Museologist, described the ecomuseum as “a mirror in which a 

population could seek to recognize itself and explore its relationship to the physical 

environment as well as to previous generations; also an image offered to visitors to 

promote a sympathetic understanding of the work, customs and peculiarities of a 

population” (1989, p. 142). While this model has been utilized to a limited extent outside 

of Europe, it provides a blueprint for how museums can work collaboratively with 

indigenous and ethnic communities while offering valuable awareness of alternative 

histories to visitors (Graybeal, 2010).  
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Within the new museology paradigm there is an increased focus on creating 

access points for communities to join together in dialogue. And it has been proposed by 

new museology scholars that museum exhibitions can function as ‘cultural self-help,’ 

and portrays museums as ‘contact zones’ where objects can help challenge and rework 

relationships among groups (Boast, 2003). Professor James Clifford (1997) proposed 

the idea of ‘museums as contact zones’ where different cultures can come into contact 

and collaborate in an attempt to create a museum environment conducive to discussion 

and understanding. Clifford calls for curators and directors to develop an exhibition 

policy in museums so that “we could begin to grapple with difficulties of dialogue, 

alliance, inequality and translation” (1997, p. 213).  

 

Internal Structures & Museum Participation  

Who gets to decide what objects come into a collection, how exhibitions are 

produced, and what narratives are explored are all matters of institutional hierarchical 

structures. New museology critiques these hierarchies and calls for a redistribution of 

power throughout the internal organizational structure of the museum (Stam, 1993). 

This focus has primarily been on the role of the curator, whose work is rooted in the 

notion of ‘care’, in terms of stewardship and custodianship over museum collections 

(Butler & Leher, 2016). In theory, moving from a mono-disciplinary approach to a 

multiplicity of inputs, disciplines and narratives, de-centers the role and authority of the 

curator. However, since the professionalisation of museum work, “curation and 

education have stood in a hierarchical relationship to one another, whereby curation 

comes first, and education then does its best to smoothly communicate the content of 
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the former to the largest possible audience” (Morsch, Sachs & Sieber, 2017, p. 1). The 

role of the curator as content expert vs the role of the museum educator as translator 

continues to be one of the main sources of tension within new museology (McCall, et 

al., 2014). 

With museums playing a more active role in their communities, there is also a 

perceived shift in the identity of museum professionals from being gatekeeper to 

conduit; moving towards a more visitor-orientated ethos (Ross, 2004). Doing so shifts 

the museum focus away from object orientation and onto engagement and education as 

the main function (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000; Message, 2006). This transference in 

purpose has given rise to what is known as the ‘participatory museum’ and the 

museums role in cultural empowerment, social re-definition, and dialogue (Simon, 2007; 

Harrison, 1993). Within this continuum, museum visitors are increasingly considered to 

be participants, co-creators, co-owners, and citizens (Klindt, 2017). Additionally, this is 

accompanied by an awareness of social accountability and social (as well as moral) 

responsibility in the museum (Heijnen, 2010).  

Critics have pointed out that the museum shapes norms and values that are 

based on the dominant culture of society. Public history scholar Chris Taylor notes that 

“the internal culture of museums have also demonstrated an exclusive pattern of shared 

assumptions and behaviors. Internal practices such as hiring, retention, advancement, 

performance management, program development, interpretation, decision-making, and 

leadership are all affected by the exclusive culture of museums” (Taylor, 2017, p. 3). 

While it is widely acknowledged that there is a need for more access and representation 

of historically underrepresented minorities within all facets of the museum, a 2015 study 
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conducted by the Andrew M. Mellon Foundation confirms this bias, reporting that 84% 

of museum staff who are the "most closely associated with the intellectual and 

educational mission", such as executive directors, curatorial, education and 

conservation departments are non-Hispanic White, 6% are Asian, 4% Black, 3% White 

Hispanic, and 3% are two or more races (Schonfeld, Westermann, & Sweeney, 2015, p. 

4). The survey indicated that Native Hawaiians and Native Americans were not 

represented at all. Additionally, people of color who hold positions at museums across 

the United States primarily represent lower-tiered positions, such as janitors and 

security guards (Schonfeld, et al, 2015).  

Ethnicity is not the only disparity in the museum workforce. A 2017 report by the 

American Association of Museum Directors (AAMD) indicates that American museums 

are staffed by Female 60% and 40% Male (2017). However, the study found that 

“women hold 42.6% of art museum directorships and, most notably, that female art 

museum directors are paid 79 cents for every dollar earned by their male counterparts, 

with the gap (and relative underrepresentation) widening in correlation with institutional 

size” (AAMD, 2017). Even more striking are the racial and ethnic disparities in museum 

participation. According to a study conducted by the American Alliance of Museums 

(AAM), non-Hispanic white Americans account for approximately 78.9% of museums 

visitors, despite the fact that they represent 68.7% of the U.S. population. Hispanic and 

African American audiences are significantly underrepresented (2010).  

There is a wide recognition that museums have not been meeting the needs of 

the culturally diverse communities that they intend to serve, and an acknowledgement 

that the sector as a whole needs to change. One way that this issue is being addressed 
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is by instituting cultural competency training and empathy building practices for museum 

staff. Many scholars have noted that “building institutional empathy can strengthen 

inclusive practice, address racial bias, and dismantle a museum’s history of being 

dominated by White perspectives while excluding people of color” (Mann, Rosenfield, & 

Wiggins, 2018, p.1).  

Many developmental models of cultural competence exist in the museum field 

but one commonly referenced model is the Bennett model, also known as the 

Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS), developed by intercultural and 

communication expert Dr. Milton Bennett. The DMIS describes the different ways in 

which people can react to cultural differences and is organized into six stages of 

increasing sensitivity to difference. The goal is to move from the ethnocentric stages of 

denial, defense, and minimization, to the ethnorelative stages of acceptance, adaptation 

and integration. Bennett describes ethnocentrism as an attitude or mindset which 

presumes the superiority of one’s own worldview, sometimes without even 

acknowledging the existence of others. Ethnorelativism, on the other hand, assumes the 

equality and validity of all groups and does not judge others by the standards of one’s 

own culture (Bennett, 1993). In order to authentically engage and serve the diverse 

communities in which museums are situated, there must be a commitment to 

acknowledging racial bias and building intercultural competence among staff. In the 

2014 report, The Inclusive Museum: A Framework for Sustainable and Authentic 

Institutional Change, the authors suggest that, “the biggest impediment to inclusion is 

the internal culture of museums themselves” and that “the importance of looking first at 

internal core values and commitments—who the institution is and what it aspires 
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toward—is a key aspect of developing inclusive, civically engaged institutions” (Garibay 

& Migus, p. 5).  

A push for diversity, equity and inclusion is illustrated by the international interest 

in issues associated with museums and the attention given to the subject in 

conferences, studies, and philanthropic focus in both the US and abroad. A list of such 

contemporary examples would include:  

● The Cultural Competency Learning Institute that provides a set of 

resources designed to help museums increase their organizational 

capacity around diversity, inclusion, and culture;  

● The Museums Are Not Neutral2 movement led by Mike Murawski and 

LaTanya Autry of the Portland Museum of Art that strives to give attention 

to the power of museums to take a stand against hate and to advocate for 

human rights;  

● The Academic Association of Museums and Galleries (AAMG) conference 

that focused on museums as “Change-Agents for a Better World”;3 

● Museum Leadership Diversity Fellowships4 supported by the Walton 

Family and Ford Foundations; 

● And Museum Workers Speak, a digital platform that aims to “amplify and 

support social-justice-oriented museum professionals’ statements that the 

internal transformation of museums is a necessary step toward enacting 

                                                 
2 https://artmuseumteaching.com/2017/08/31/museums-are-not-neutral/ 
3 https://www.aamg-us.org/wp/2018-annual-conference/ 
4 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/29/arts/design/initiative-to-diversify-museum-leadership.html 
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social change, and to facilitate a conversation that leads to action” 

(museumworkersspeak.weebly.com/about.html, 2018) 

In order to increase diversity, equity and inclusion across the museum sector, it 

has been argued that a variety of interdisciplinary training and educational opportunities 

must be created, and more financial support should be provided for students of color to 

pursue graduate degrees in order to achieve museum leadership positions (Schonfeld, 

et al, 2015). The 2015 AAM Art Museum Staff Demographic Survey concludes with the 

warning that “the case is clear and urgent” for diversity and inclusion within the museum 

field, and that “constructive responses will be critical to the continued vitality of art 

museums as public resources for a democratic society” (Schonfeld, et al., p.4, 2015). 

 

Museums and Democratic Society  

Museums exist within a broader landscape of tax-exempt, non-profit 501(c)3 

organizations that comprise what is commonly known as the third-sector5. Taken 

together, these non-profit entities often scaffold each other and aim to serve a range of 

audiences across the socio-economic divide. In recent years, museums have been 

heralded as agents of ‘soft power’. Soft power is “the influence achieved through 

activities which are not formally organized by governments, and exercising soft power is 

to communicate with a large audience and seek attitudinal change over a longer period 

of time” (Museums Matter: Soft Power, 2015). Museum scholars Gail Lord and Ngaire 

Blankenberg write,  

                                                 
5 The third sector refers to organizations whose primary purpose is to create social impact rather 
than profit. It is often called the voluntary sector, civil society or the not-for-profit sector (Correy, 
2010).  
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The transfer of museums from agencies of government to civil society institutions 

over the past 40 years has led to their increasing soft power. As a consequence 

of their place in civil society, museums have acquired new roles, responsibilities 

and opportunities such as: stimulating the knowledge economy, attracting talent 

to cities, generating jobs, positioning cities and regions as tourism destinations, 

raising nearby property values and elevating civic pride (Lord & Blankenberg, 

2015, p.1). 

Museums exercise their soft power when they amplify civic discourse, accelerate 

cultural change, and contribute to contextual intelligence among the great diversity of 

city dwellers, visitors and policy-makers (Lord & Blankenberg, 2015).  

As the role, function and meaning of art museums has continued to evolved, 

inviting public feedback and measuring social impact has become increasingly 

important. The 2017 Culture Track study explores the opinions, motivators and barriers 

that are affecting cultural participation today. The study builds on consumer behavior 

research and dives into trends such as self-curation, collaborative curation, and the 

search for authenticity (LaPlaca Cohen, 2017). The Culture Track research reveals that 

audiences are defining the concept of culture much more broadly that ever before, and 

that between 2003 and 2017, traditional cultural organizations, such as museums and 

operas, have experienced unprecedented drops in participation. The study shows that 

Americans are more loyal to restaurants and retail stores than to traditional cultural 

organizations, such as museums and theaters. Many respondents report that going to 

the park, attending a music festival or eating at a food truck counts as a cultural 

experience, while 37% report that attending a museum does not (LaPlaca Cohen, 

2017). The authors argue that this points to a shift in the very definition of culture, and 

that the publicly accepted notion of  ‘cultural institution’ has fundamentally changed. The 
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report states that, “with the traditional notion of culture no longer being a distinguishing 

factor, it is up to cultural organizations to reassert culture’s purpose in an increasingly 

complex world, by powerfully articulating and delivering on their essential impact” 

(LaPlaca Cohen, 2017, p. 3).  

Since the 20th century, museums have experienced an ongoing transformation 

and have shifted their purpose from being about something to being for somebody 

(Weil, 1999). Despite the vast amount of print dedicated to the intellectual embrace of 

new museology, the adaption of its pedagogy has been slow and much less radical. 

There is no fieldwide standard for new museological practice and as a result, its 

applications have varied significantly (Hauenschild, 1988). Unfortunately, “the shift in 

the operational paradigms and imagined functions of new museology remain restricted 

predominantly to the conceptual level” (Mörsch, et. al, 2016, p. 158). 

 

Case Study Background: University Art Museums 

 

University art museums, also known as teaching museums, can be traced back 

to the 17th century with the founding of the Ashmolean Museum at Oxford University in 

London (Kozak, 2016). The Ashmolean collection was gifted to the university by a 

private donor and included art and natural history objects such as antique coins, books, 

engravings, geological specimens, and zoological specimens (Ashmole.com). During 

the golden age of museum expansionism, American universities followed the Oxford 

model and the first university art museum collections were established at Yale (1831-

1832), Princeton (1882), Stanford (1885), Bowdoin College (1894), and Harvard (1895) 
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(Rorschach, 2005). At their core, university art museums are defined by their 

relationship with institutions of higher education and status as teaching museums; a 

tradition that is rooted in generating exhibitions, training students, fostering an 

appreciation for the arts and embracing multidisciplinary scholarship (Douglass, 2012).  

In his 1998 book, Museums and American Intellectual Life, 1876-1926, the 

historian Steven Conn argues that during the 19th century museum golden era, 

museums were seen as key contributors to new knowledge and research. As such, 

museums were recognized as an “essential component of a university of the highest 

intellectual caliber” (p. 35). American universities built collections for teaching and 

research, and many also recognized a more general mandate to give students an 

opportunity to develop into “more cultivated, well-rounded and well-educated adults 

through contact with original works of art in a university campus setting” (Rorschach, 

2005, p. 3). In 1942 Laurence Vail Coleman, the Director of the American Association of 

Museums wrote (Cited in Rorschach, 2005),  

Universities must have museums, both art museums and natural history and 

science museums, to hold and make available the collections that are essential 

for teaching (in a college) and research (in a university) in the related fields. 

University museums are laboratories and they are essential for any serious 

institution (p. 6).  

Museum scholars Janet Marstine and Mark Gold (2012) emphasize that what sets 

university art museums apart from public art museums is their mandate as educational 

centers and pedagogical identities.  

Many campus art museums operate as independent units within their university 

ecosystem and are uniquely impacted by the trends of higher education. One well 

documented example is that in the immediate years after the second World War, the 
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Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 19446 (also known as the G.I. bill) provided veterans 

with the financial means to attend institutions of higher education, and many veterans 

chose to pursue their artistic careers7. With an influx in participants, the old master 

apprentice system of art training was transformed into the Bachelor of Fine Arts and the 

Master of Fine Arts degree programs (Oakes, 2006). University art museums benefited 

from this phenomena as their central holdings played an important role in the education 

and training of the student body, and many museums would go on to collect works by 

these veteran-artists for their permanent collections (Rorschach, 2005). 

By the 1980’s, there was a conception that campus art museums were only 

useful through their ability to work with students (Bradley, 2009). Barnes and Lynch 

(2012) note that during this time, university museums often functioned as separate or 

independent organizations from their academic institutions, which lowered their 

academic value. Laura Bradley writes, “the campus museum began to resemble the 

civic or independent art museum not only its its professional practices but also in its 

audience” (2009, para 3). To combat this misconception, the Mellon Foundation 

founded the College and University Art Museum Program (CUAM) in 1990 with several 

goals, including:  

● Increased connections between curriculum, students, faculty; 

● Long-term relationships with faculty and encouraged involvement by faculty from 

a range of disciplines, beyond art and art history;  

                                                 
6 The Servicemen's Readjustment Act of 1944, also known as the G.I Bill, provided tuition and living 
stipends for college and vocational programs for veterans returning home from service 
(https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/gi-bill).     
 
7 Noteable artist servicemen include: Roy Lichtenstein, Ellsworth Kelly, Paul Jenkins, Peter Voulkous, and 
Robert Rauschenberg (https://lamodern.com/2017/11/lama-artists-the-g-i-bill/) 
  

https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/gi-bill
https://lamodern.com/2017/11/lama-artists-the-g-i-bill/
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● Use of the permanent collection, particularly through activities linked directly to 

course offerings and to student or faculty scholarship;  

● Training of students in skills related to museum work through formal courses, 

connoisseurship, and conservation and through hands-on, object-based projects 

and internships; 

● Publications and symposia that enabled faculty and students to present their 

research to the scholarly world; 

● Emphasized qualitative rather than quantitative success (Goethals & Fabing, 

2007).  

This program has been cited as the catalyst for wider attention being granted to 

university art museums and their role in shaping professional practices across the field 

(Bradley, 2009).  

As a teaching institution, the primary aim of many campus art museums is to 

“create a sphere removed from the pressures of the commercial art world where 

students, artists, curators, and faculty can experiment freely; in terms of both making 

and exhibiting art, and also curating” (Lewis, 1998, para 3). Following this primary goal 

of experimentation, the university art museum thus exists in a space of academic 

freedom and “can explore their mission in innovative ways, address controversial topics, 

produce unorthodox exhibitions, and have the freedom to experiment” (Gold, Jandl, 

2012, p. 6). The two main academic freedoms are the freedom of the student to study 

whatever they want, and the freedom of the teacher to teach whatever they want. When 

these two freedoms are observed, in the context of a university art museum, a unique 

setting for academic discovery is opened up (Reid, 2016). These characteristics render 
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university art museums ideal locations for experimentation and new museological 

practice.  

According to the Association of Academic Museums and Galleries (AAMG), there 

are currently over 1,650 university art museums and galleries in the United States 

(2018). While each site is implicated in its own constellation of social relations, many 

university art museums consider their campus community to be their primary audience. 

In 1942 Laurence Vail Coleman, then President of the American Association of 

Museums wrote:  

The first duty of a university or college museum is to its parent establishment, 

which means that the faculty and study body have a claim prior to that of the 

townspeople and outsiders in general. Public service, including cooperation with 

schools and other work for children, is no more the first business of a college 

museum than of a college library. There are campus museums run by people 

interested wholly in the public, people whose enthusiasm for this kind of good 

work will listen to no question of whether their efforts are appropriate to the place 

in which they hold forth. There are campus museums, also, that try to be all 

things to all men; but unless such museums are conspicuously useful in their 

proper work, that is, work with students - they are inadequate, and no 

extenuating circumstance can alter that fact (Bradley, 2009, para 1).  

While university audiences are often considered priority, the mission and collection of 

each museum is unique, and their geographic location influences the audiences that 

they serve and why. According to Bradley (2009) many campus museums address 

‘outside’ audiences through broadly themed exhibitions and vigorous outreach to K–12 

students and teachers, as well as to adults seeking cultural uplift and educational 

enrichment. However, producing programming and services for outside audiences is not 

free, and beginning in the mid to late twentieth century university art museums began to 
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seek funding outside of their universities from the National Endowment for the Arts, the 

National Endowment for the Humanities and the Institute of Museum and Library to 

support these audiences (Rorschbach, 2005). With university art museums receiving 

support from these federal agencies, many parent institutions discovered that they 

would no longer need to support their university art museums at a 100% rate. In turn, 

museums responded by creating specialized departments for fundraising, membership 

and donor development (Anderson, 2012).  

Because the university art museum serves a number of constituencies 

concurrently, many institutions strive to become a center of teaching, not just within the 

arts and museology curriculum, but within the wider matrix of interdisciplinary 

scholarship. In 2002, 18 university art museums were provided philanthropic support 

from the Mellon foundation to pilot the new role of ‘Academic Curator’. These positions 

were originally founded on the principles established by the College and University Art 

Museum Program with the goal of “institutionalizing effective ways that would enable 

museums and academic departments to collaborate fruitfully; and to strengthen the 

educational role of the museum and its collections in the teaching and training of its 

undergraduate and graduate students” (Bradley, 2009, para 6). Today, the academic 

curator works to create curriculum integration with faculty across the university and find 

new ways to engage the community with the museum.  

Active student and faculty engagement is a hallmark of the university art museum 

experience. Art critic Holland Cotter (2009, para. 5) noted that, “before all else 

[university art museums] are teaching instruments intended for hands-on use by 

students and scholars.” This type of teaching activity is often referred to as object-based 
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learning and can be described as a student-centred learning approach that uses objects 

to facilitate deep learning. Within the art museum, this involves students handling or 

working in close contact with physical artifacts (Williams, 1982). Many university art 

museums extend this practice through their art study rooms, by allowing students and 

faculty to co-curate exhibitions, and through their art rental programs that invite 

members of the university community to borrow works of art for their dorms and homes. 

This type of activity mirrors contemporary new museology practices that emphasize 

non-hierarchical learning and visitor-centered approaches.  

 

Student Bodies and Campus Art Museums Today  

Student populations are becoming increasingly diverse according to ethnicity, 

international origin, social class, and their levels of familiarity with the culture of museum 

participation. The U.S. census of 2010 noted that students today represent greater 

cultural and economic diversity than any other time in American higher education. A 

larger share of students than ever before are people of color, with the most dramatic 

gains over the past 20 years coming from Hispanic students (Pew, 2010). Among 

college students today, nearly half (40%) are age 25 or older—returning to advance 

their career or to train for a new opportunity. Many students hold full-time jobs while 

enrolled in classes, one-quarter are parents, and many are the first in their family to 

attend college (Pew, 2010).  

Among other tactics and strategies to reach the student population, many 

institutions are experimenting with different methods for visitor engagement with the use 

of social media and digital applications such as Instagram, Snapchat, Virtual and 
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Augmented Reality, and mobile phone applications. The 2015 Millennial Impact Report, 

the fifth annual examination of Millennials, ages 20-35, revealed that millennials are the 

most socially connected generation in human history; they are eager to connect, get 

involved, and give to causes that they are passionate about. Because connectedness is 

so important to young adults, university art museums have begun to tune their practices 

to capitalize on current trends as well as outreach technologies. 

Partially due to the wide range of backgrounds, partially due to the barrage of 

information that students receive on a daily basis, it is becoming particularly difficult to 

attract and retain student audiences to campus art museums. In their report, Campus 

Art Museums in the 21st Century: A Conversation, the authors note that, “several 

museum directors describe creating new kinds of engagement opportunities for 

students, recasting the campus art museum as a venue not just for exhibits and 

curricular or co-curricular education but for extracurricular social gatherings and 

enjoyment” (Shapiro, et. al, 2011, p.10). In other words, campus museums are creating 

experiences for their students that are simply entertaining and fun.  

In order to survive in what futurist Bob Johanson calls an “increasingly volatile, 

uncertain, complex and ambiguous” world, and as the literature pertaining to museums 

strongly suggests, that in order to find stability now and into the future, art museums 

must continue to evolve. That is, to take stock of their own positionality, to recognize 

their morally problematic past, and radically change the way in which they operate. 

University art museums “are proving capable of realizing the ideals that other art 

museums espouse in facile mission statements polished by a gleam by publicisits - 

[because of their] commitment to serve as cultural resources for the public and to make 



 
MUSEUMS: MAKE / MATTER 32 

 

education accessible” (Jannoff, 2014, p.2). As the literature illuminates, university art 

museums operate in a space of academic freedom, hold deep collections of objects 

from across space and time, have access to thought leaders across disciplines, and 

serve a student body that is the most demographically diverse history. What follows is 

an exploration of the current university art museum practice, their role in shaping trends 

across the field, and their potential as accelerators in the soft-power spectrum.  

 

Methodology  

 The view of the researcher is informed by a decade of experience as a museum 

worker who has worked across curatorial, education, community engagement, 

development and marketing departments. She recognizes that she has benefited from 

her positionality as a cisgender, white female which has enabled her to enter the 

museum space as both an employee and volunteer. These experiences add to her 

understanding of the current university art museum paradigm and the challenges 

inherent to the university art museum ecosystem.  

The researcher utilizes new museology as a specific ideology that has affected 

the meaning, role and function of museums in the 21st century. Between November 1, 

2017 and December 10, 2017, 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

campus art museum staff from education, engagement and curatorial departments 

across the United States. These museums were selected based on their size, collection 

scope, relationship with institutions of higher education and status as teaching 

museums. Each interview lasted approximately one hour in length. Interviews were not 
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recorded as the researcher did not want to inhibit the open discussion of controversial 

topics. Questions that guided each of the conversations included:  

● How do you define your audience?  

● How does participation exist within a spectrum of power?  

● What is your mission?  

● How is your organization responding to and navigating the current social 

and political landscape?  

● What are the stories that the museum is telling? 

●  Who gets to tell those stories?  

● Who is represented?  

● Who is not represented?   

● How do you think about your own positionality when creating interpretive 

information?  

● What role do students play within your institution?  

● How are community voices represented?  

● How do you receive funding?  

● Do you have an evaluator on staff?  

● What is your engagement with k-12 audiences?  

● Do you receive cultural competency training?  

The aim of these interviews was to collect qualitative data on museum practitioners 

subjective perceptions and attitudes towards the practice of new museology. In addition 

to these guiding questions, data was collected on: existence of diversity statement; the 
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frequency of the word diversity in mission statements; the size and scope permanent 

collection; and social media channels. 

  Features of qualitative case study methodology were utilized to code findings into 

four common themes: mission statement, organizational structure, diversity, and 

community engagement. The following research provides an overview of the extent to 

which new museology principles are being practiced and how the traditional museum 

operating paradigm restricts the potential of university art museums today.  

 

MISSION 

According to the American Alliance of Museums,  

museums are expected to have a formally stated and approved mission that 

states what the museum does, for whom, and why. A museum’s mission 

statement is the primary benchmark against which to evaluate the museum’s 

performance. It defines the museum’s unique identity and purpose, and provides 

a distinct focus for the institution. A mission statement articulates the museum’s 

understanding of its role and responsibility to the public and its collections, and 

reflects the environment in which it exists (AAM, 2018). 

 In other words, a mission statement drives everything the museum does, from its 

vision, to policy-making, to planning and operations.  

The researcher utilized word-sift software to analyze the language of each 

organization’s mission statement individually as well together in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the fundamental purpose of each museum. Following this 

methodology the most common words utilized are: Work, Provide, Class, Preserve, 

Exhibit, Visual, Teaching, Collection, Research, Learning, Public, and Present. These 

words highlight the dynamic relationship that university museums have with their 
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audiences and the role of museums in animating both physical and intellectual 

experiences. To provide, preserve, exhibit, collect, and present are core aspects of 

traditional museology. To teach and work with and for the public speak to the role of the 

teaching museum and aligns with its purpose to provide educational experiences for 

both the student body as well as the wider public. Henry Kim writes, “among the 

institutions that may be identified as first movers in changing museum paradigms, 

university museums have a distinct advantage over others...they straddle the divide 

between the academic world and the public. In this changing climate, university 

museums have an opportunity to be leaders in the museum field by embracing the 

intellectual progress embodied in multidisciplinary studies and providing a public outlet 

for it” (2007, para. 4). University art museums play a key role in representing the public 

face of the university to both the larger community and world at large. Because of their 

unique position as a portal to and from the university, they are one of the few truly public 

institutions within the university ecosystem, and have the potential to erase both real 

and perceived barriers for entry (Kim, 2007).  

Today, campus are museums are concerned with both articulating and delivering 

measurable outcomes that contribute towards the mission of the organization. 

According to the manual, Measuring Museum Impact and Performance: Theory and 

Practice, despite multiple different ways to evaluate the activities of the museum, “the 

field still lacks an accepted way to measure impact” (Jacobsen, 2016, p. 4). This is 

because “museums create social values, for which they are not compensated in 

monetary terms” (Frey & Meier, 2003, p. 402). And out of the 23 organizations 

surveyed, only two of them had professional evaluators on staff. The most cited reason 
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for not having a professional evaluator on staff was a lack of financial capacity. In turn, 

this job fell primarily into the hands of the education department who stated that they did 

not feel adequately trained to conduct evaluation at the level that was expected of them. 

However, museum educators today are operating in an outcomes-based work 

environment and are often required to articulate their impact to a variety of audiences. 

Kubarek (2015) writes, “in addition, museum educators have increasingly incorporated 

reflective practice into their work to understand their craft more holistically and to refine 

their practices. This environment of accountability and reflection demands that more 

attention be paid towards evaluation at museum. However, this is all too often 

challenged by lack of time, resources, or experiences to fully meet the needs for 

evaluation” (p. 3).  

   

STRUCTURE  

Each campus museum that I spoke with operated as a non-degree granting, tax-

exempt 501(c)3 nonprofit under a Provost or Chancellor. Because of this non-degree 

granting status, each museum serves the totality of their student body, rather than a 

specific department on campus. To realize their full potential, university art museum 

staff must strive to raise awareness about their collections and engaging with relevant 

faculties across campus. This means, in practice, creating working relationships with 

faculty who may not be aware of the resources available to them. This  includes the 

objects on view in the permanent collection galleries, but also objects from storage that 

may be viewed in a class study setting or through their online collections database, 

among other resources.   
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While many of the museum practitioners stated that this placement within the 

university was overall desirable, common themes emerged in discussion, such as: 

ambiguous audience priority (do faculty come first? Or is it the students?); inadequate 

means of directly communicating with the campus due to privacy laws surrounding e-

mail addresses; and lack of ‘ownership’ from any one college. Many respondents also 

indicated that they did not feel like they were considered a priority unit in the eyes of the 

Provost or Chancellor. Some sites reported that this translated into less financial 

support than desired, while others said that they enjoyed being able to operate under 

the radar.  

The organizational chart of any museum is the graphical representation of 

internal structure. The organizational charts purpose is to, “illustrate the relationships 

and relative ranks of job positions within the organization” (OED). By examining the org 

chart, one can gain an understanding of how the organization is designed, its number of 

levels and where each employee fits into the organization. Discussing the internal 

ordering of the organizational revealed a tension between curators and educators. 

While speaking to one curator she noted that her job responsibility was to aid the 

Executive Director and Chief Curator on the selection of objects that would come into 

the collection, to oversee the development exhibitions from both the permanent 

collection and traveling exhibition program, to oversee all interpretive materials (labels, 

catalogs, etc.) and also to select artists both locally and nationally with whom to 

collaborate. She noted that while she did consult with her educators on staff about how 

these selections would impact their work; it was ultimately her choice. This curator 

noted that she did not directly work with the public and that most of her work was done 
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alone. At almost all of the museums I spoke with, the curatorial department is still 

considered the intellectual center of the museum.  

 In contrast, many of the educators and engagement staff I spoke with felt that 

they were in a power relationship with the curator. Many of these staff members spoke 

about their own pedagogy of object-based instruction, the changing and dynamic needs 

of the audiences they serve, and their desire to have more say over what is being 

shown; how and why. One specific concern that was articulated from a museum 

educator was the curatorial teams lack of foresight when planning exhibition layouts and 

how tight, or repetitive color spaces may be difficult for visitors who are on the autism 

spectrum. Despite the wide acknowledgement from these educators and engagement 

staff, there was also a reluctance to ‘make any waves’ within the organization because 

“it wasn’t her place to do so”; one educator described her department as the “bull in a 

china cabinet8.”  

 When asked what was the number one thing that set the tone for the overall 

direction of the organization the unanimous answer was: Executive Director. Within 

each of the sites explored, the Executive Director was also the Chief Curator and had 

oversight of all departments, activities and initiatives within the museum. However, there 

was a wide fluctuation across the 23 interviewees as to the tenure of their Director and 

curatorial tastes. Some sites discussed their director as practicing a ‘traditional 

museology’ that centered objects in the collection; while others stated that their director 

encouraged their staff to adapt a new museology practice, with an intense focus on 

community engagement and participation. Three of the interviewees were currently 

                                                 
8 Interview, November 18, 2017  
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without a Director, and discussed what a toll it has taken on themselves and the 

museum as a whole. Those three expressed many of the same issues such as internal 

political struggles and unchecked mission drift.  

  

 

DIVERSITY  

 The American Alliance of Museums has stated that, “Diversity, equity, 

accessibility, and inclusion in all aspects of museum structure and programming are 

vital to the future viability, relevance, and sustainability of museums” (AAM). Diversity 

and inclusive practice includes gender, religion, race, age, disability, linguistic 

differences, socio-economic status and cultural background. Inclusive practice is also 

known to consider attitudes, approaches and strategies taken to make sure that people 

are not excluded because their differences. While the university art museums surveyed 

serve a widely diverse constituent base, there were varying levels of commitment to 

diversity within their institutions.  

Seven of the organizations had the word diversity in their mission statements and 

three had stand-alone diversity statements. According to the the Denver Foundation 

Inclusiveness Project, “many inclusive organizations strive to address their commitment 

to inclusiveness in their mission statements as well as through other mechanisms such 

as an inclusiveness statement” (The Denver Foundation Inclusiveness Project, n.d., 

para 1). The presence of the word diversity in the museum’s mission statement may be 

interpreted to mean a diversity of objects in the museums collection, but may also be 

interpreted as their commitment to a diversity of audiences. This distinction between the 
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meaning of diversity in the mission statement is not clear, while the stand-alone 

diversity statement indicates a strong commitment to inclusive practices within the 

museum as a whole.  

As stated in the 2018 Facing Change report produced by AAM, diversity in all 

aspects of museum programming is vital to the future sustainability of an organization. 

Five staff members reported that their museum is currently working to make their 

museum collection more representative. Since the 1980’s, there has been a wide 

acknowledgement that museums, galleries and collectors have given preferential 

treatment to white, male artists (Diaz Ramos, 2016). These five museum staff spoke to 

their organizations efforts to increase representation in their collections of objects, in 

specific regards to gender and race. The other eighteen museum practitioners with 

whom I spoke claimed that their museum already had quite diverse holdings or they 

were not actively working to increase representation.  

Mirroring larger trends across the American museum sector, 18 out of 23 

organizations said that increasing diversity in their constituent base was a priority. 

Various methods for increasing diversity in their visitorship were in place, such as 

selecting and producing exhibitions that showcased a wide diversity of artists and 

producing programs that were no or low cost. However, only 4 out of 23 museum 

workers said that their staff was diverse; one museum practitioner surveyed identified 

as a male, and twenty-two identified as female.  

This lack of diversity was a concern from many of the museum staff I spoke with 

as they acknowledge that their staff was not demographically representative of their 

student population, nor of the larger community base that they serve. Approximately half 
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of the museum practitioners surveyed indicated that they either independently sought 

cultural competency training or that their entire staff was required to do so. Overall, 

these conversations highlight that while campus art museums are centers for incredibly 

diverse student body populations, there is a trend of museum participation that favors 

non-hispanic white populations.  

This trend follows when examining representation within campus art museum 

collections. Almost all of the staff that I spoke with acknowledged that some areas of 

their holdings are ‘problematic’, yet there is a real resignation about these realities 

because deaccessioning or selling is not an option. Deaccessioning and selling objects 

from a permanent collection is considered one of the most controversial practices of 

museums today and violates guidelines recognized by professional organizations, such 

as the American Alliance of Museums (AAM) and the Association of Museum Directors 

(AAMD). According to a 2018 Art News article outlining the public backlash from the 

sale of several works by the Berkshire Museum, “these rules are more often tested by 

university art museums, which are governed by the board of the parent institution—one 

that sometimes has different priorities than museum leadership” (Kinsella, 2018, para 

4). While the $20 million sale raised by the Berkshire will be used in order to increase 

the endowment, renovate the building, and expand public programming, decassioning 

works for anything other than for the direct care of the collection goes against 

professional and ethical standards.   

Ethical standards for ownership of collections continues to be highly contested 

and debated in university art museums. One problematic collection area discussed with 

a museum educator are the holdings of human remains and ceremonial objects of 
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indigenous peoples. These remains and objects came to their museum in the early 

twentieth century as part of a bequest. These remains and objects have been part of 

their collection for nearly a hundred years and ‘are part of their story.’ What is difficult, 

the museum educator discussed, is that today they know that having them is wrong. As 

a museum educator, however, it is not her role to impact what is or is not allowed into 

the collection or how such objects should be interpreted or displayed. She expressed 

that she felt a real moral obligation to ‘do the right thing’ but she felt powerless. Instead 

of being displayed, discussed, or repatriated, the remains are kept off view and in 

storage.  

Moira G. Simpson, author of Making Representations: Museums in the Post-

Colonial Era, describes the fact that human remains and sacred objects are displayed 

and stored in museums all over the world, and continue to be the subject of ongoing 

repatriation campaigns (1996). And in academia, decolonial thinking and methodologies 

have been developed by scholars such as Anibal Quíjano, María Lugones, Walter 

Mignolo, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Ramón Grosfoguel, and Linda Tuhiwai Smith 

(Allain Bonilla, n.d). For museums that hold Native American archaeological and 

historical collections, the politics of Native representations, particularly in museum 

exhibitions, have engendered widespread attention in the museum field since the 1980s 

(Nichols & Parezo, 2013). When developing exhibitions or interpretive content about 

indigenous artifacts, collaborative development models are a common practice. 

Collaboration takes different forms according to the project, site, and local politics, but 

generally refers to Native consultants who have both cultural knowledge and the social 

capital to mediate the dissemination of cultural knowledge between their community and 
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a non-Native public (Nichols & Parezo, 2013). For museums, collaboration has chiefly 

been associated with the inclusion of the Native “voice” in exhibitions and the transfer of 

curatorial authority to members of the tribal communities whose stories, objects, and 

histories will be on display. 

One Mellon Academic Curator I spoke with discussed her working relationship 

with the Native American Studies department at her university and the ongoing 

interpretation of indigenous artifacts within their collection. She explained that these 

particular objects need not only physical care, but spiritual care as well. This work is 

conducted by Native American scholars at her university and in collaboration with the 

wider Native American community. She also noted that, “these scholars have the 

deepest knowledge on not only how to care for these objects, but also the right 

language that should be used when tagging and coding objects that enter our online 

collections database9”.   

 

ENGAGEMENT 

A critical component of campus art museums practice is audience engagement. 

How audiences are defined, given priority, and served is unique across sites, yet all of 

the museums surveyed were working to create new methods for fostering, cultivating 

and creating long-term relationships with their constituents. These approaches are to be 

orchestrated by a number of museum staff from across the organization and include 

formal, informal and grassroots approaches.  

                                                 
9 Interview, December 5, 2017 
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All of the campus art museums surveyed work to develop relationships with their 

university community through curriculum integration. This is accomplished by specified 

staff members, such as the Director of Education and the Mellon Academic Curator. 

Many of the academic curators with whom I spoke expressed that they felt pressure to 

collaborate with faculty on curriculum integration and to create both deep and wide 

relationships across campus, but also that faculty are pressured to receive tenure and 

publish books related to their disciplines. While collaborating with the art museum is 

‘nice,’ it does not necessarily help the faculty reach their goals. Museum staff who are 

responsible for integrating their collections into curriculum across campus articulated 

that they wished they could utilize their own Masters or PhDs and teach courses out of 

the museum themselves. However, teaching a course did not necessarily benefit the 

museum because as a non-degree granting unit, the museum is ineligible to receive 

tuition money. As such, adding teaching onto their list of museum responsibilities was 

thought of as an ‘extra’ and in some cases, a resource drain.  

Beyond formal classroom-based curriculum, teaching museums have a broad 

focus on cultivating and fostering student audiences. All sites surveyed offer paid 

student jobs, such as gallery guards, shop staff and visitor services staff. These 

positions are held by students who represent various fields of study across the 

university. Additionally, each of the museums offers paid and for-credit internships. The 

paid internships, however, are generally found within curatorial and education 

departments and are primarily focused towards students who are pursuing degrees in 

art history, art, and arts education.  
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While each site has its own values, goals and objectives for student engagement, 

there is an overall desire to attract a wider segment of the student body with the 

museums offerings than is possible through curriculum integration. An emerging trend 

across the teaching museum field is to invite students into the museum as co-creators 

through the formal development of student advisory councils and student program 

boards. 74% of the museums surveyed currently have these positions in place, and 

26% indicated that they were actively researching or working on establishing such a 

group. These student creators work alongside museum staff to advise on effective ways 

to engage the student body, create student-focused programming related to exhibition 

content, and promote the museum to the study body and beyond. While this has the 

positive effect of empowering students and teaching hands-on professional skills, it 

does create tension within the museum hierarchy. Museum staff who help manage 

these groups reported that they struggle with finding the right balance of allowing free 

reign over decision making processes vs. permitting decisions to be made based on a 

pre-approved list of options. 

One method of audience engagement that several museum practitioners stated 

has grown dramatically in recent years is digital engagement. Digital engagement can 

be defined as the deployment of technologies that connect audiences across space and 

time, both physically within the institution and beyond its walls. This type of engagement 

is a visitor centered approach to audience engagement and is inherently focused on 

dialogue and information sharing. Of the organizations surveyed, digital engagement is 

carried out through a variety of platforms, including Facebook, Tumblr, Twitter, 

Instagram, Youtube, Snapchat and Vimeo. Content for these channels is produced by a 
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number of museum personnel, such as curators, interns and fellows, but is primarily 

managed by the communications department. Other means of weaving digital 

engagement into the museum experience include virtual, augmented and mixed-reality 

platforms. Common across all the museums, are online-collection catalogs, which 

provide deeper levels of information on objects across the permanent collection.  

In tandem with campus engagement, there are the many ways in which the 

museum works to create relationships with the wider community. While all of the 

university art museums that I spoke with said that they considered their student body 

and their campus community to be their primary audience, their specific geographic 

location and proximity to other cultural organizations has implications on their scope of 

community engagement initiatives. One such museum is located in a more rural location 

and is the only museum in the region. Because of this, the museum serves their 

campus community but also works to build relationships with teachers from k-12 public 

and private schools. The educator that I spoke to about this indicated that she 

sometimes felt a disconnect between her role as a university art museum educator that 

focused solely on k-12 programs and training teachers in object-based learning from the 

public school system.  

Given the contemporary socio-political climate, many of my conversations turned 

to the 2016 presidential election and the role that arts and culture play on campus 

communities. Museum staff spoke to the ‘tangible fragility’ and anxiousness of their 

student population, citing a dramatic increase in mental health concerns. These 

colleagues reported that their students, particularly their students of color and 

undocumented students, articulated fear, anger, disbelief with the current realities of 
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America. One of the museum curators that I spoke to reported that earlier in the day she 

had been in a campus-wide meeting about the confederate monuments on their 

campus; another spoke about the white nationalist rally that had happened on the 

museums door step the week before. In response, these museums have promoted the 

museum as an inclusive space that does not tolerate hate.  

All 23 organizations described their varying level of effort to engage with the 

current social and political zeitgeist. Such examples include the exhibition, States of 

Incarceration 10 (2017) “a traveling exhibition and coordinated public dialogue to explore 

the history and future of mass incarceration in the United States” at the Tang Museum 

at Skidmore College; The exhibition Un/American (2017) at Smith College Museum of 

Art in Northampton, Massachusetts that “considers not only where America is and who 

is American, but also, most importantly, who gets to decide and whose decisions are 

heard11”; and Exercising Citizenship, a public program and workshop at the Edythe and 

Eli Broad Museum that “provides students... a platform to imagine our future society, 

explore what citizenship means to us, and how it influences our strategies of living 

together12”. When asked what her opinion was on the role of the campus art museum to 

host these types of conversations, one museum educator responded that she felt it was 

“their moral obligation” to do so.  

 If not the curator, public engagement specialist or director of education, it is often 

the volunteer tour guide that is responsible for mediating conversations between objects 

in the collection and the wider community. Also commonly known as a museum docent, 

                                                 
10 https://tang.skidmore.edu/exhibitions/232-states-of-incarceration 
11 https://www.smith.edu/artmuseum/On-View/Un-American 
12 https://broadmuseum.msu.edu/node/52 
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the tour guide program operates as a public facing department under the direction of the 

museum education director. Of the museum staff surveyed, almost all indicated that 

their tour guide cohort was comprised of primarily retired, white women aged 70 and 

over. While there was a wide recognition and gratitude for the work of these individuals, 

it was stated that overall there was a lack of critical engagement with many of the 

current issues that the museum is working on, such as developing collection curriculum 

through a social justice lens. In one case, a middle school teacher wrote to a museum 

educator stating that she felt her students of color had been racially profiled by a docent 

during their tour. These tensions are not uncommon, and have caused some museums 

to move away from having community docents altogether. Instead, the museums have 

introduced pre-teacher training courses for students pursuing Masters or PhDs in arts 

education. Within the sites who have restructured their tour guide program, the museum 

educators reported it to be an overall beneficial transition. However, they did express 

the negative feelings the restructure generated among the volunteer tour guides who 

have been part of the museum community for many years, and in some cases, 

decades. Across institutions, the tour guide program continues to raise questions about 

civic engagement and the cost of ‘free’ museum labor.  

Resources, both human and financial, were discussed at length with each 

interviewee. Some of the art museums which are part of smaller (around 4,000 total 

student body) or private universities indicated that they had almost ‘no worries’ about 

their financial holdings thanks to deep endowments that supported their work. In 

contrast, other art museum workers stated that they live between feast and famine, and 

are primarily dependent upon grant money, donor relationships, and earned income that 
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is generated from other areas of the museum (like event rental or the museum store). 

Many of the museums also reported that they regularly receive funding from both state 

and federal agencies, such as the Institute for Museum and Library Services and the 

National Endowment for the Humanities. However, one caveat to applying to these 

agencies is that the grant asks must be generated in collaboration with the central 

foundation of the university. This means that the art museum is competing for money 

against other units and departments across their campus.  

 

Discussion 

 The meaning of museums and their place in society has changed significantly 

over time. With their roots in the pre-modern period, museums once existed to serve the 

interests of a select and elite class of society. However, with the turn of modernity, 

museums began to open their doors both physically and intellectually to the public, 

inviting them to become active participants and co-producers of their museum 

experience. Today, museums exist within a larger landscape of nonprofit organizations 

that are fighting for the hearts and minds of cultural consumers, edging to find and 

maintain purpose. And in a time of profound social and environmental change for 

society at large, there is a critical need for museums to harness their platform as social 

agents within the soft power paradigm. While the promise of new museology has been 

presented since the 1970’s, its practice is still controversial and demanding in many 

ways. Howver, given their status as agents of intellectual freedom, deep commitment to 

education, and shapers of cultural norms and knowledges, I believe that university art 

museums are primed to adopt a new museological practice. In order to realize this new 
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vision of museology, university art museums must first critically examine the 

exclusionary and self-serving foundation on which they are built, and reorient the model 

through which they operate. 

One way that I believe this work can begin is for museums to adopt an Abundant 

Community Framework. I utilize the term Abundant Community as defined by creative 

city planners John McKnight and Peter Block to describe a human centered, community 

building practice that is guided by three universal principles:  

● The giving of gifts: The gifts of the people in our neighborhood are boundless. 

● The power of association: In association, we join our gifts together and they 

become amplified, magnified, productive and celebrated. 

● Hospitality: We welcome strangers because we value their gifts and need to 

share our own. Our doors are open. There are no strangers here. Just friends 

we haven’t met (McKnight, J., Block, P., & American Planning Association, 

2010). 

To operate within an abundant community framework would mean that the museum 

radically embraces the community in which they are situated. Through this lens, 

university art museums can begin to create long-term, systemic changes both internally 

and externally - moving from a focus on mission to social impact; from hierarchy to 

collaboration, from diversity to inclusion; and from a practice focused on engagement to 

one that embraces the fluid and ever changing landscape of 21st century life.  

The first step to embracing an abundant community museum practice is to 

substantiate the mission statement. Across the sites surveyed, the most common words 

utilized indicate that these university art museums straddle both traditional and new 
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museology - yet the museum must ask itself: how does this serve the community? Who 

benefits from these models? How are they creating barriers to access? What does a 

mission statement really mean in context to a community? Is the mission statement 

really driving "everything the museum does?” What implicit meanings are attached to 

the mission statement? As places of intellectual and academic freedom with deep and 

vast collections as well as access to a plethora of intellectual and financial resources, 

university art museums are doing themselves a disservice by articulating their value to 

the public through the mission alone. As the Culture Track data illuminates above, the 

cultural consumers of 2018, especially millennial audiences, expect organizations to not 

have just a functional purpose, but a social purpose. 

When museums express their social purpose they articulate the how of their 

mission statement. This conceptual shift brings museums away from an occupation with 

objects and into the present lives of the humans in their communities. By building on the 

foundational role of preserving collections and connecting audiences with them, 

museums change lives, enrich their communities, and make their region a better place 

to live. David Fleming, Director the National Museums in Liverpool writes, “although the 

term ‘social responsibility’ and ‘social impact’ are relatively new terms within the 

museum context, exercising social responsibility is what museums have essentially 

been doing for many years” (2005, p. 2). As places of experimentation and academic 

freedom, campus art museums are uniquely positioned to exercise their social purpose. 

Harvard Business Review contributors Omar Rodríguez Vilá and Sundar Bharadwaj 

(2017) write that in order to develop a social purpose strategy, leaders should begin by 
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identifying a set of social or environmental needs to which the (brand) can make a 

meaningful contribution (para. 6).  

Building on the wide recognition that that museums continue to serve a 

predominately white audience, and the feedback gathered from the museums in this 

study, a university art museum could develop a social purpose strategy by taking a 

critical look at the collections they house, the implicit biases involved in their hiring 

practices, and owning the socio-political status of their history. To articulate a museums 

social purpose is to substantiate the mission statement. And by focusing all areas of the 

museums work towards these goals, it may have the effect of developing the evaluative 

capacity of all museum staff - rather than just the museum educators who have primarily 

been tasked with this important work. Through the lens of social purpose, university art 

museums have the opportunity to authentically engage with their collections and 

communities, radically alter ways of seeing and offer new worldviews that support a 

positive social purpose. As the findings of this study highlight, this work is already being 

conducted by a number university art museums across the country. If adopting a social 

purpose mindset became a shared value across all university art museums, I believe 

that the field at large would start experiencing the measurable outcomes that are 

desired, and long overdue.  

One reason why I believe that this change is not currently happening is because 

campus art museums, like all traditional art museums, are organized and managed 

through bureaucratic and hierarchical structures. This is, in part, because of the 

parameters that are placed around them as 501(C)3 nonprofit entities within institutions 

of higher education. The 2017 book, The Revolution Will Not Be Funded, gathers 
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essays by radical activists, educators, and non-profit staff from around the globe who 

critically rethink the long-term consequences of the growing tax-exempt organizational 

landscape of which museums are part, and the devastating role of the non-profit in 

managing dissent. Andrea Smith's opening essay provides an overview of what she 

calls the "nonprofit industrial complex" and examines its impact on social justice 

movements in the United States, the role it has played in global organizing, and the 

prospect of re-conceptualizing the role of nonprofits in the twenty-first century.  

Throughout the collection of essays a common theme emerges, one that is 

critical and concerned. "We are so trapped into hierarchical, corporate, non-profit 

models," argues Adjoa Florencia Jones de Almeida in her essay, Radical Social 

Change: Searching for a New Foundation, "that we are unable to structure ourselves 

differently, even when our missions advocate empowerment and self-determination for 

oppressed communities" (p. 186). Almeida muses, "Where are the mass movements of 

today in this country? The short answer — they got funded. While it may be overly 

simplistic to say so, it is important to recognize how limited social justice groups and 

organizations have become as they've been incorporated into the non-profit model” (p. 

186).  

By operating within the nonprofit model, university art museums answer and 

respond to the needs and special interests of vastly different groups. First, as units 

within the university ecosystem, they are provided financial support that correlates to 

the interests of the university - that is, to support an educational mandate. And 

secondly, as tax-exempt institutions, they received supplemental income from a variety 

of sources including private donors, foundations and corporations. In order to produce 
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public programs, exhibitions, and scholarship, capital must be raised; and in many 

cases, this capital is directly tied to the interests, regulations, and priorities of specific 

supporters. As Almeida stresses in her quote above, this often sets campus art 

museums up in the unfortunate situation of not producing content that they want or 

could, but what instead - simply what got funded. The reality is that campus art 

museums exist within a capitalist society. And while I am not arguing that university art 

museums, or museums writ large, would be better off without their tax exempt status (in 

fact, many museum leaders across the field have rallied policy makers against this 

measure13) I do think it is important that museums question the ways in which this 

status inhibits and shapes their agenda, and their ability to serve the full spectrum of 

their community.  

The hierarchical method of organizing power and decision-making in museums 

has been status quo for decades. But today, we are living in a highly participatory, 

many-to-many communication paradigm that is in direct conflict with this traditional 

museum model. This presents an opportunity for university art museums to lean into 

their experimental freedom and introduce new methods of organizational management 

that are more responsive to the social realities of the times. One such emergent 

organizational structure is known as Holacractic Management. Coined by Brian J. 

Robertson in his 2017 book, Holacracy: The New Management System for a Rapidly 

Changing World, holacracy is a system for self-organizing that has been utilized within 

organizations both large and small, and is based on the idea “that as context changes, 

                                                 
13 Merritt, E. (2014) Dark Futures: Nonprofit Fragmentation. The Center for the Future of Museums Blog. 
Retrieved from https://www.aam-us.org/2014/01/09/dark-futures-nonprofit-fragmentation/ 
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so can the organization” (p. 7). There are a couple of key pieces to holacracy: first, it 

assumes a highly flexible organizational structure that will change as needed. Second, it 

depends on clarifying roles and scoping out their realm of autonomy and authority. In 

other words, individuals and teams know that they are empowered to act and it clarifies 

intersections or cross-links. When a team, referred to as circles, wants to act, it needs to 

engage the other intersecting circles. These intersections communicate in meetings, 

where protocols are important. There are two kinds of meetings with two different 

protocols: governance (who is doing what) and tactical (what are we going to do). 

Agendas are created in the meeting so that everyone has the opportunity to contribute 

and so that no one can control the agenda without other inputs. If there are any 

tensions, there is a brief presentation of that issue and there is an opportunity to amend 

and clarify. Members are then asked to raise a hand if they object. The objection is 

discussed and resolved, and then the team moves onto the next agenda item. There is 

little room for personal issues, turf-battles, or power dynamics, as everything is 

happening in real-time. If there is a problem, everyone revisits the domain (scope) and 

authority. At its core, the holacratic approach calls for a shift from a top-down power 

structure to a distributed control system that is embedded within a fractal structure. This 

type of human organizing aligns with the vision of new museology as it necessitates a 

radical redistribution of authority.  

One of the foundational aspects of working within a holacratic management style 

is enabling employees to ‘process tensions.’ Some tensions are best resolved by taking 

action, others require changing the pattern or structure of how teams work together, and 

others lead to adjustments in the organizations broader strategic direction. Many of the 
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museum workers that I spoke with expressed that the ‘potential future’ of their 

organization could be much different than their present reality but the tension created by 

this knowing (such as housing indigenous human remains and religious artifacts) was 

not allowed to be explored because of the hierarchical power-dynamics of the 

organization. Robertson writes, “what a lost opportunity — we humans have an 

incredible capacity to sense tensions, but we usually do not have a forum to go to where 

we can reliably process those tensions into something useful. So the organization loses 

one of its most powerful forces for evolution, and we humans are forced to hold the 

tensions — in our minds and our bodies — where they fester into frustrations and 

eventually apathy or burnout” (2017, p. 10). Sacrificing one’s health in the service of 

work is a common narrative in the museum workforce; so much so that there is a 

phrase known as ‘museum burnout.’ I believe that by leaning into their experimental 

freedom to adapt a new organization structure such as holacracy, university art 

museums employees could be more responsive not only to each other, but to their 

community at large.  

Much like the power-dynamics within the internal museum ecosystem, there are 

profound barriers to entering the museum field at all, namely the baseline requirement 

of an advanced degree. And as the data from this study illuminates, university art 

museums, like their public counterparts, are staffed by and serve an audience that is far 

more white than the American population as a whole - despite serving the most 

demographically diverse student body in history. While this fact was acknowledged 

broadly in all of the interviews conducted, there are varying levels of commitment to 

disrupting this trend beyond introducing ‘diversity tactics’. Noted museum scholar and 
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critical race theorist Portia Moore writes, “The truth is that I do not like the term 

“diversity” because I find it to be a racially coded term which exacts all sorts of 

confusing sentimentalities and hidden agendas” (Moore, 2014). She goes on to say 

that, 

When communities of color do not see equal representation of cultural heritage in 

exhibition schedules and programming, we send the message that museums are 

founded upon a dominant culture’s values. We imply that visitors of color are 

invited to participate and reinforce the notion that they somehow exist outside the 

dominant system. Diversity cannot merely exist to provide a diverse experience 

for a dominant culture. True diversity means that the visitor of color would need 

to feel that their very presence did not constitute the diversity. In fact, it is the 

presence of a multitude of ethnically varied visitors and/or cultural heritage on 

display which would prove sufficient to constitute the feeling of diversity and 

representativeness for them as well (Moore, p. 2014).  

To varying degrees, the campus art museums surveyed are already producing and 

exhibiting works and producing public programs that elevate the narratives of 

marginalized communities, but the internal structure of the museum space is still 

occupied by white museum staff, and at least anecdotally, the museum practitioners I 

spoke with reported that overwhelmingly, the students who walk through their doors and 

participate in their programs are white. This tension has caused some of the university 

art museums to adapt specific diversity statements, diversity initiatives, and to provide 

intercultural competency training for their staff towards the goal of becoming more 

inclusive. Nonetheless, the vision of a campus art museum constituency that reflects the 

demographic of the student body is not being realized. I believe that this is because 

despite their best intentions, the internal culture of the museum continues to be 
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occupied by a hierarchically structured, dominant culture that is comfortable with the 

status quo.   

 This phenomenon can be better understood through the lens of cultural capital. 

The concept of cultural capital has been cited widely in the new museological debate 

surrounding issues of access and inclusion (Fyfe, 2004). Pioneering sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu (1960) defined cultural capital as the “collection of symbolic elements such as 

skills, tastes, posture, clothing, mannerisms, material belongings, and credentials that 

one acquires through being part of a particular social class” (Gomez, 2017, para 2). He 

argues that when groups of people share similar forms of cultural capital, such as 

achieving the credentials required to become a museum curator, it helps to create a 

sense of collective identity and group position. While group identity can be beneficial, it 

also creates a major source of social inequality - as some forms of cultural capital 

become valued over others. Following this logic, it can be argued that museum workers 

today are unconsciously resistant to embracing the practice of new museology because 

it challenges their cultural capital, and by extension, their sense of self. In order to avoid 

this discomfort, museum leaders adapt ‘diversity initiatives’ as a satisfactory alternative.  

Instead of creating diversity statements or working on ‘diversity initiatives’, an 

abundant community museum framework would require the museum to focus on 

achieving systemic inclusion. Systemic inclusion implies that the museum recognizes 

the value that diversity and divergent thinking brings to their staff, programs, and 

exhibitions, and that these assets are leveraged to make the museum better. Systemic 

inclusion requires a proactive mindset. As Chris Taylor writes, “the work related to 

inclusion is more internal than it is external. It is crucial that we continue community 
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engagement efforts and programming targeted at various communities that historically 

have not been engaged by museums, but the biggest bang for our buck will be the 

internal work” (2016, para 8). Meaning that museums will never achieve the external 

transformation they seek without first addressing the internal attitudes, values, and 

perceptions that shape their production of knowledge(s).  

The question of taking power, of organizing resistance, and making change 

happen is often a long process. And when museum staff talk about how they will create 

change they discuss creating a strategy. Out of that strategy, there is a hope to achieve 

an end goal or product. Within the university art museum context, it is common to create 

a strategic plan for a two to five year period. Planning this far in advance becomes 

necessary due to the complicated nature of coordinating loans with institutions across 

the world, the legalities of rights and reproductions, and the time-consuming research 

that must take place in order to create catalogs and didactics. This schedule is then 

compounded by the reality of raising thousands, sometimes hundreds of thousands of 

dollars to pay for the salaries of staff and consultants involved, shipping, crating, 

framing, public programming, production of educational materials and curriculum 

development, printing and more. While I do believe that rigorous scholarship is 

important, and that crafting narratives through object coordination is necessary, I 

wonder if this traditional method of strategy development contributes to the lack of 

relevance students, and audiences in general, report feeling about museums.  

Management theorist Henry Mintzberg makes a careful distinction between a 

deliberate and emergent strategy that I believe university art museums would be well 

suited to adopt. He argues that a deliberate strategy relies on senior leaders to set 
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goals and develop plans with strategies to achieve them. This sounds very much like 

the traditional museum strategic planning process that is created, often times, without 

the involvement of community. Conversely, an emergent strategy is a strategy that 

emerges from all over the organization, over time, as the environment changes and the 

organization shifts and adapts to apply its strengths to a changing reality. Mintzberg 

describes emergent strategy as an organic approach to growth that lets organizations 

learn and continually develop new strategies over time based on an ongoing culture of 

hypothesis and experimentation. This type of iteration and rapid prototyping happens in 

the absence of a specific mission and goals, or despite a mission and goals (Mintzberg, 

1994). At its most basic level, emergent strategy means both tuning into and capitalizing 

on the patterns that emerge from our social environment. 

More recently this term has been utilized by cultural organizer and social justice 

scholar Adrienne Marie Brown (2017) as “a visionary incantation to transform that which 

ultimately transforms us”. Brown’s latest work, Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change, 

Changing Worlds (2017) shares the lineage, core principles and elements of emergent 

strategy. In the book, she outlines the core principles involved in catalyzing change on 

both an individual and collective level. To varying degrees, the museum staff who were 

interviewed in this study were acutely aware of the power dynamics within the institution 

and their ability, or inability, to shape the course of the future. They spoke to their own 

positionality; their awareness around tensions that exist between their collections and 

communities; that their staff was not reflective of their student body; that their museum 

wants to be relevant and create transformative experiences but that the internal power 

structures in place inhibit the open and honest discussion of the issues at hand. I 
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believe that by adapting an emergent strategy mindset, university art museum 

practitioners - at any level of the organization, would have the ability to catalyze change. 

Following the framework as described by Brown, emergent strategy calls for 

museum workers to center relationships and work out of interdependence, rather than 

against it; practice reflection and radical honesty as central tenets to their work; 

embrace growth as non-linear; be adaptive and resilient; center experimentation over 

perfection; and gain clarity about intentions in shaping the future (2017). By embracing 

emergent strategy principles into the culture of the museum, and as a tenant of an 

abundant community framework, the people who work within museums will be 

transformed, and in turn, radically alter the way that their museum exists within their 

community. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations  

The results of this study lead to a range of conclusions. University art museums 

across the nation are unanimously supportive of the principles espoused by new 

museology, calling for a redefined relationship between museums and their 

communities, and increased access for and representation of diverse groups. Museum 

practitioners from curatorial, to education, to community engagement cite an institutional 

commitment to serving their campus community, to rigorous academic scholarship, and 

to engaging diverse communities with their collections and resources. In some ways, 

academic art museums are already at the front of new museology in terms of the 

ecosystem in which they operate. They enjoy the liberties of academic freedom, access 

to a wide variety of collections, relationships with scholars across disciplines, and a 
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primary constituency that is incredibly diverse and (seemingly) engaged in academic 

and intellectual work. These museums have varied access points for students and 

community members to be directly involved in decision making processes, and are 

tackling controversial topics that would historically otherwise be censored or ignored - 

such as a racial inequalities in America, the war on news-media, and the global refugee 

crisis. Through their scholarship and collaborations with departments and disciplines 

across campus, they are able to contribute to the production of new knoweldges. 

University art museum staff are increasingly aware of the historical inequalities that 

have shaped their organization and the field as a whole and have responded by 

creating new pipelines for community engagement; adapting diversity, access, and 

inclusion strategies; and are challenging the art historical cannon by publishing 

decolonial scholarship and elevating the narratives of underrepresented artists.  

Despite the emergence of new paradigms, the trappings of traditional museology 

continue to define the internal mechanisms of the university art museum. One-hundred 

percent of the museums surveyed report that they operate through a hierarchical 

internal structure that is predominately staffed by white women. The workers surveyed 

also cite their student and community participants to be predominately white, which puts 

them in line with national trends. In order to find stability now and into the future, 

museums must critically examine and reaffirm their role in society through the practice 

of new museology. Because of their academic freedom, access to thought leaders 

across disciplines, and primary audience being the most demographically diverse in the 

history of higher education, I believe that university art museums are uniquely 

positioned to harness their soft-power and catalyze a field wide change.  
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In order to begin this work, my first recommendation is that university art 

museums adapt an abundant community framework. I utilize the term abundant 

community as defined by creative city planners John McKnight and Peter Block to 

describe a human centered, community building practice that is guided by the idea that 

institutions are stronger, more resilient, and more relevant when they radically embrace 

the community in which they are situated. To summarize, this means that the museums 

view all of the people in their neighborhood as boundless gifts; and that when 

associated with the museum, these gifts are amplified and celebrated. As a member of 

an abundant community, the museum becomes an open, inclusive, and accessible 

space where everyone is valued for their presence. Within this abundant community 

framework I put forward four operating principles that fall under these four topics:  

● Social impact 
● Holacracy 
● Systemic inclusion 
● Emergent strategy 

The first operating principal calls for museums to move beyond the mission 

statement and instead work on defining their social purpose. When museums express 

their social purpose they articulate the how of their mission statement - the tangible 

ways in which they are valuable and matter to their community. As the research above 

articulates, organizations should develop their social purpose strategy by analyzing their 

market and identify the ways in which they can create positive social change. Because 

university art museums have the ability to shape civic discourse, play a strong 

psychological role in molding social and political norms through the production of 

cultural knowledge(s), and whose central purpose is for education and training, they 

could respond to the problematic history of their collection(s), the number of people of 
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color within their workplace, and the lack of diversity within their participation. This 

framework would allow the museum to create a social purpose agenda that aims to 

produce new scholarship around objects in the collection through decolonial 

frameworks; buy, collect, and elevate the artwork and narratives of artists from 

underrepresented groups; adapt an equity agenda that prioritizes inclusive hiring 

practices at all levels of the museum ecosystem; and expand access points for students 

and community members to participate in the decision making process. With a clear 

social purpose strategy in mind, university art museums can articulate tangible and 

measurable outcomes about who they are, what they stand for, and how they make a 

difference in the world. Additionally, research has shown that the millennial generation 

is more likely to engage with an organization that is engaged with social action. This 

leads me to believe that if museums were to re-frame their value in this way, they might 

find a more meaningful way to communicate the work they do with and for their 

communities.  

The second operating principle, holacracy, calls for a radical redistribution of 

power through the removal of traditional hierarchical operating paradigms. The top-

down power structures currently in place throughout the museum sector create power-

dynamics both inside and outside of the museum. These structures inhibit honest and 

critical discussion and I believe, directly contribute to the status-quo replicating itself. As 

non-degree granting units and agents of intellectual freedom, university art museums 

have the opportunity to rethink how they operate and adapt new models from outside of 

the sector. One such model to consider is the holacratic management style coined by 

Brian J. Robertson in his 2017 book, Holacracy: The New Management System for a 
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Rapidly Changing World. At its core, the holacratic approach calls for a shift from a top-

down power structure to a distributed control system that is embedded within a fractal 

structure. Within this operating paradigm, team members are empowered to pitch ideas, 

build consensus, and process tensions. This type of organizing is human-centered and 

aligns with the vision of new museology as it necessitates a radical redistribution of 

authority within the institution.  

 The third operating principle within the abundant community framework is a shift 

away from diversity tactics to a focus on systemic inclusion. Much like their public 

counterparts, the teaching museums surveyed are staffed by and serve an audience 

that is far more white than the American population as a whole. Instead of expressing a 

desire for more diversity or embedding a diversity agenda within a specific department, 

systemic inclusion calls for institutions to make action on their diversity plan. This can 

be achieved by: creating paid internships that engage undergraduate students from 

underrepresented backgrounds in order to encourage them to pursue a career in art 

museums; to develop competencies that combat the conscious and unconscious 

biases, attitudes, values, and perceptions of the humans that work within museums; and 

through the intentionally cultivating a diverse workforce. Systemically integrating 

inclusion into all levels of the museums ecosystem is critical to not only their current 

relevance but their financial health and ongoing sustainability.  

 The fourth and final principle of the abundant community framework calls for an 

emergent strategy practice. Museums today face a number of challenges including 

shifting demographics, evolving visitor expectations and rapidly-changing technologies. 

In order to engage constituents with museum resources, it is often the trend to create 
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strategic community engagement plans. These plans are often crafted by high ranking 

museum staff and without community involvement. In contrast to this standard practice, 

emergent strategy means that the organization tunes into and capitalizes on the 

patterns that are emerging from the social environment. This also implies that the 

organization learns what works in practice, while cultivating an ongoing culture of 

hypothesis and experimentation. Through this hyper-local method of knowledge 

production, the museum can then utilize objects and artifacts to draw attention to and 

host conversations about specific issues that are currently affecting their community and 

society at large. I believe that this type of emergent strategy practice can bring dynamic 

and nuanced insights to the museums collection, which in turn will unlock relevance, the 

real key to audience engagement.  

At their core, museums are not about things, they are about people - our shared 

history, our daily lives, and our potential futures. And as the needs and priorities of our 

collective humanity continue to evolve, so too must the museum. There is no better 

place than the university art museum to lead this field-wide change. University art 

museums are centers for learning, exchange and debate. They have the ability to 

challenge the art history cannon through publishing scholarship and confronting 

uncomfortable truths. And as centers for interdisciplinary collaboration, they can 

authentically engage the largest and most demographically diverse generation in history 

to become future art museum practitioners, visitors and supporters. In a time of deep 

political polarization, university art museums can host exhibitions and public programs 

where individual and community narratives come together, both physically and digitally, 

to acknowledge, explore and expand ways of knowing. University art museums are 
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accelerators in the soft power spectrum, and the time to harness their power has never 

been more urgent.  

 

 

Limitations and Future Research  

The researcher recognizes that this study is imperfect. Limitations include a lack 

of literature and data on the history of university art museums and their role in shaping 

trends across the larger museum field, as well as a lack of quantitative data sets on 

institutional exhibition schedules, programs, frequency of staff trainings, or visitor 

representation. Additionally, a financial analysis was not conducted to benchmark the 

institutions against one another.  

As a next step, I hope to create a new online network, perhaps as part of the 

Academic Association for Museums and Galleries Network, where we can continue to 

have these discussions and share next practices. And building on the network, I 

propose a summit to physically bring campus art museum practitioners together to 

discuss best practices and share knowledge. Out of this summit, I envision creating an 

open source digital tool-kit that outlines these future practices. This online toolkit would 

be free and available to the public.  
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