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Social Inclusion in Museums: Benefits and Barriers

In 1998 the Museums Association updated their museum definition to reflect the shift in organisations’ societal role from authoritative institutions towards a more user-centred approach (Leonard, 2010). Led by Government policy such as Every Child Matters (HM Government, 2004) and recommendations from the Department of Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) (Shepherd, 2009), museums are increasingly attempting to act as “agents of social change” (Leonard, 2010, pp. 172) to improve the quality of life at individual, community and societal levels, diversify audiences and widen participation (Sandell, 2003). Despite these guidelines and a wide spread adoption of the term inclusion (Sandell, 2003), a closer inspection reveals potential problems such as rhetoric over innovation (McCall, 2009). This essay examines some of the barriers to integrating inclusive practice and benefits museums could experience by improved strategies. 

In an examination of museums in the Scottish Borders, findings revealed that “social inclusion policies have not filtered down through the system to reach the curators,” (McCall, 2009, pp. 319) suggesting a lack of clarity over the meaning of inclusion and confusion over what is expected. This is echoed in academic articles that use inclusion to address disparate potential stakeholder groups with vastly different needs. Shepherd, for example defines inclusion as:

 “…the opportunity for person’s with a disability to participate fully in all of the education, employment, consumer, recreational, community and domestic activities”






(pp. 140)

Leonard (2010), however, discusses using audiences as key resources under the term inclusion. McCall’s (2009) analysis states that museums have been employing socially inclusive strategies naturally and view social policies as separate to this so despite being high on the former Government’s agenda, inclusion policies have led to non-commitment instead of genuine involvement of excluded groups. 

Truly effective inclusive strategy should be fully integrated into the museum’s practice at every level. Despite McCall’s survey findings, this is stated in DCMS policy guidance: museums are encouraged to develop “collections and exhibitions…[which] reflect the cultural and social diversity of the organisation’s actual and potential audiences” (Leonard, 2010, pp. 172). Many organisations view social inclusion as a synonym for access strategies or audience development (Sandell, 2003) but best practice is much more holistic, beginning with an understanding of local and national audiences, potential visitors and excluded groups. Colchester Museums Service provides a positive example, working with Social Services, advisors and community groups to actively develop exhibitions and projects that represent disabled audiences (Allday, 2009). This means its museums reflect and celebrate diversity and a multitude of audience cultures, something Mat Fraser (author of Thalidomide! A Musical) describes as “scandalously overdue” (Allday, 2009, pp. 43). Around 10 million people in the UK are disabled (Office for Disability Issues, 2009) so one would expect more museums to actively represent this group in order to remain relevant to contemporary society. However, Government policy guidelines have been described as narrow, meaning museums following these guidelines may fail to realise the need to represent groups and not simply improve accessibility (Allday, 2009, pp. 36). Research conducted suggests that in addition to these issues, museum staff do not want to risk causing offence (Allday, 2009). Lack of knowledge in this area combined with confusion and this fear means curators are less likely to undertake potentially controversial projects.

Shepherd (2009) discusses inclusive practice using “Futures” gallery at Thinktank, revealing partnership working throughout the whole decision-making process. This time-consuming, potentially expensive process may be untenable for many museums, particularly in light of the Museums Association survey which reported over half of respondents had reduced staffing levels and 29% had reduced the number of outreach services offered (Newman and Tourle, 2011). As McCall states, staff “are being asked to do more…with less time, resources and power to do it” (McCall, 2009, pp. 328). 

However, there is a strong argument for partnership working for increased synergy. Much can be learnt through museums working in partnership with schools to overcome problems such as gaps in infrastructure or lack of confidence on specialist issues (Shepherd, 2003). Thinktank works closely with schools, basing its educational programme on inclusive formal learning techniques and the Museum, Libraries and Archive’s Inspiring Learning for All Framework (Shepherd, 2003). Exhibitions and activities are more accessible for all as different learning styles resolve issues and encourage greater support between users. Not only does this mean that inclusion is more integrated but also that resources are saved, as staff are not always required to assist groups. 

Best practice inclusion strives to create a more democratic museum but this implies that museums must relinquish more control to the public. As many museums now recognise the power of branding and maintain strict control over their image conflicts may occur. As experiences at Sedgeford (Faulkner, 2009) and Bendigo (Perkin, 2009) demonstrate, a community-driven approach can be risky; just as visitors can interpret collections in “multiple and unpredictable ways” (Leonard, 2010, pp. 172), their ideas may not align with the museum’s strategies and core purpose. Greater public intervention usually requires more resources to monitor and manage situations, which many museums may not be willing to give.

As audience expectations change and competition for leisure time increases, museums cannot afford to be irrelevant and elitist. Audience diversification through more intellectually accessible exhibitions is not only philanthropic but also potentially good business practice. When the V & A curated a Kylie Minogue exhibition, reviews were mixed but no one could deny the show’s “ability to assist in the broadening of audiences for the arts” (Leonard, 2010, pp. 174). Greater visitor numbers means museums may benefit from increased revenue, publicity and funding for better sustainability. Ideas of culture and collections are evolving too, so this approach is not necessarily ‘dumbing down’ (Leonard, 2010): museums are recognising the importance of the contemporary, collecting everyday artefacts and “lived culture” (Leonard, 2010, pp. 172). Leonard champions this approach as it casts the visitor as “active interpreters…[drawing]…more complex understandings from the exhibits than might originally be envisioned.” (2010, pp. 175). Exhibits that strive for universal engagement with multiple perspectives and popular culture therefore have the added benefit of avoiding a legacy of elitist social history. 

Modern museums represent a powerful organisational force, creating noted discourse with the ability to effect positive change (Allday, 2009, pp. 35-36). Given this, inclusion should be a high priority but with education departments hardest hit by budget cuts, outreach programmes have been drastically reduced. While the benefits of increased inclusion to audiences are clear, increased pressure on remaining staff and resources may mean that less forward thinking curators are not inclined to invest scarce resources on improved inclusion. However, museums’ ability to “rewrite…histories” (Allday, 2009, pp. 36) means it is imperative that the sector leads by innovation. As pioneering organisations, modern museums should seek to overcome problems with Government policy by creating their own support and information networks, as Colchester Museums Services have. Indeed it is this dynamic relationship between the organisation, collections and visitors (Leonard, 2010) that places modern museums as more than simply buildings for safeguarding collections. 
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