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Introduction  
Wider participation in decision-making has the potential to fundamentally 
change our museums and heritage sites. Participatory practice has however 
changed too little across the sector in decades, and we have not seen the 
shifts in power and approaches needed to create more porous, and more 
relevant, organisations. The division of museums and communities into ‘us and 
them’ foregrounds the lack of diversity in audiences, staff, and governance, as 
well as the history and stories told in museums.  

People are increasingly frustrated with the slow pace of change, and museum 
workers, trustees and partners have asserted that a different approach is 
needed to ensure museums are for everyone. Alongside this frustration, there 
is a growing sense of both pressure and opportunity. Black Lives Matter, 
Covid 19, and the climate change movement, for example, have brought a 
renewed challenge to heritage to address issues around racism, inclusion, and 
wider inequality. Museums are also articulating a stronger social purpose 
which encompasses different perspectives on history, supporting broader 
local needs, and acting as an agent of change in the world. This is 
accompanied by a perception that the more resilient organisations are those 
strongly connected with their communities. There is also a sense of 
opportunity in seeing the overnight changes brought through the pandemic 
and in the energy and ideas of young people that are inspiring many in the 
sector. Museums have, however, been left behind somewhat in terms of 
participatory practice, with other sectors trialling and embedding a range of 
models that are yet to really influence how museums work.  

Participatory and collaborative approaches can shift assumptions about who 
museums are for, help heritage organisations to fulfil their social purpose, and 
undermine the polarisation of museums and communities into ‘us and them.’ 
Participation acknowledges people’s ownership of museums, brings different 
perspectives into decision-making, and aligns with values around ethical 
practice and cultural democracy. While the potential exists, participation has 
had limited influence on most museums. To support systemic change, 
participation needs to move beyond ad-hoc or singular operational decisions 
focused on temporary projects, collections display, and programming. 
Instead, museums need to involve a wider range of people in strategic 
decision-making and governance, with participation in the oversight and 
direction of institutions.  
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This report looks at how, and the extent to which, museums are embedding 
participation in strategic decision-making and governance. It provides a 
broad overview of how museum staff, trustees and partners see the role of 
the museum in the community, the participatory work of museums and their 
ambitions for change. The report also outlines the barriers and enablers to 
greater participation, and the factors that have influenced change within 
museums and heritage organisations.  

Methodology 
This report presents the findings from 35 interviews undertaken between 
September 2020 and September 2021, with museum and heritage directors 
and staff, trustees, and community partners, as well as academics and 
consultants with an overview of participation in the sector. The interviews 
reflected peoples’ experiences with 16 museums and heritage organisations 
from all countries of the UK. It comprised institutions of different sizes and 
governance models, including independent trusts, national museums, local 
authority, and university museums. All of the organisations had a strong track 
record in participation, and were actively building on this. In addition, 
interviewees referred to practice at many other heritage organisations in the 
UK and internationally.  

The semi structured interviews focused on three key topics: 

• The role of museums in the community, and the framing and drivers for 
participation 

• Existing participatory practice, and its impact on strategic decision-
making and governance 

• Ambitions for the future, and barriers and enablers to achieving change 

 
This report details the findings from these interviews, which have been 
analysed and structured thematically. It provides a survey of practice, thinking 
and aspirations across museums seeking to be more participatory, 
collaborative, and democratic. The report sets out the wide range of issues 
and ideas relevant to different aspects of participation, and the varied factors 
involved in changing the power dynamics in institutions. The breadth of issues 
and factors raised by interviewees highlights the need for systemic change, 
addressing a range of interconnected challenges all together to achieve the 
transformation desired. Wide ranging action was required to collapse 
hierarchies, upend the distinction between the community and who works in 
and governs museums, and dissolve any sense of ‘us and them.’ 
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Summary of findings  
A new approach to participation 
Co-production is currently popular in museums, and participatory practice is 
happening across the sector. However, this work has very little influence on 
governance and strategic decision-making. While participation has the 
potential to fundamentally change our museums and heritage sites, this 
requires a radically different approach for most institutions. Most participation 
is currently:   

1. Temporary – It involves projects and ad hoc activity with often limited 
legacy.  

2. Restricted – Focused on programming, the museum decides how and 
when people can participate, with no potential to be involved in the 
museum’s wider work. 

3. Marginal – It is seen as the responsibility of certain teams, additional to 
primary work, and not part of core budgets. 

4. Consultative – Communities are only consulted on strategic issues, not 
involved in leadership or governance, and the museum retains power. 

 

To transform the sector, participation needs to become: 

1. Permanent – Participation is continuous, changing the organisation, with 
a lasting legacy. 

2. Strategic – People are involved in oversight and direction, and decision-
making across the organisation. They determine the scope of work or 
projects.  

3. Embedded – All staff are responsible. Participation is part of everything 
and linked to core budgets. 

4. Powerful – The workforce and board are diverse. People have direct 
involvement in leadership and governance, and power reflects the 
community. 

It also requires a systemic approach. Interviewees posed a wide range of 
interconnected issues. Creating more porous organisations, with greater 
community relevance and involvement, required staff and board diversity, 
flatter internal structures and staff support, alongside broader, deeper 
participatory processes.  
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Governance 
In most cases, governance provided limited opportunities and support for 
participation. The issues raised included: 

• Board diversity 
Despite widespread acknowledgement of the need, museums struggled 
to diversify boards, sometimes complicated by the appointments process. 
Some also needed more local representation. Trustees from under-
represented groups noted a personal conflict in wanting greater diversity, 
but feeling uncomfortable, and highlighted the need to be able to 
contribute their knowledge and experience.  

• Relationships  
Trustees had limited relationships with non-senior staff or participants, 
and few boards included community partners as trustees. Boards were 
not benefiting from a range of perspectives, hearing directly from those 
with lived experience, or learning from participatory work.  

• Scope and agenda 
Activity with communities was largely confined to board papers and short 
presentations. Most trustees did not engage with the subject, and it was 
unclear whether they understood what was happening in the museum in 
the community.   

• Board culture 
Board culture mitigated against diversity, increased scrutiny and interest 
in community engagement, and flexibility in decision-making models. 
Some trustees felt constrained by formal relationships or were unsure 
how outspoken they could be.  

Emergent practice and ambitions 
While existing practice focused on temporary projects and co-produced 
programming, interviewees also described emergent practice and future 
ambitions which sought to embed participation and influence strategic 
decision-making and governance.   

• Staff and board diversity 
Staff and audience diversity impacted on each other, and the former 
increased the legitimacy of participatory work. Museums had introduced 
lived experience or perspective based staff roles.  Strategies to increase 
board diversity included direct advertising, associate roles in national 
museums, and pathways for volunteers and young people.  
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• Flatter internal structures 
Directors all expressed interest in addressing hierarchy and creating 
flatter internal structures. Actions focused on roles rather than seniority, 
and new groups or forums involving trustees, staff at different levels, and 
sometimes community members or partners. Some had experimented 
with or planned to introduce different leadership or governance models.   

• Staff support 
Interviewees stressed the importance of a workplace culture that 
nourished people and built confidence. Museums explored how to 
develop staff skills and capacity, encourage a critical and reflective 
approach, and recognise and support the emotional labour involved in 
participatory practice.  

• Whole organisation and whole experience 
Museums were shifting their thinking from co-curating content to co-
curating the whole visitor experience, acknowledging audiences 
encounter other spaces and services alongside co-created displays. The 
whole organisation encompassed every role and part of the museum, and 
participation in decisions at every level and stage of work. 

• More open approach 
Museums wanted to be flexible and engage in honest, open conversation, 
for example adjusting permanent spaces and displays over time, 
responding to feedback, and thinking in public. There were calls to get 
collections, staff, and trustees out of the building, develop a broader 
understanding of heritage and culture, and emphasise human stories and 
everyday experience.  

• Models of participation 
Museums were using open and targeted approaches to participation, 
more democratically engaging the wider population, addressing 
underrepresented narratives, and working with children and young 
people. Other models focused on equality between staff and participants, 
deliberative processes, and making organisations more community-led.  
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Change process 
Interviewees identified a wide range of internal and external barriers and 
enablers to embedding participation, including funding and policy agendas, 
infrastructure, organisational history and culture, staff fear and anxiety, 
reputation, and communication. They also identified factors that contributed 
to change.  

• Shape of journey 
For some, change was a continuous process, while others described 
waves, or key projects that altered the way they work. Some had 
disrupted major projects to strengthen participation after delivery had 
begun. Capital works, the pandemic and Black Lives Matter emerged as 
catalysts for change.  

• Quality of leadership 
Leadership was key to change, with quick progress often attributed to 
new directors. Interviewees highlighted the need for courage, recognising 
and working with complexity, and creating a non-hierarchical, 
empowering culture.    

• Challenge 
Challenge needed to be felt at a senior level and allow community 
partners and members to tell museums that they are wrong. Interviewees 
were inspired by young people taking a radical view to museums, and co-
leadership.  

• Time and support 
Leaders wanted mentoring and networks to support participatory practice 
and radical change. Time was needed to slow down, reflect, involve 
others, and introduce alternative models of decision-making.  

• Learning from elsewhere 
Practice in other sectors and the need to learn from this was widely 
acknowledged, including interest in a range of frameworks around 
governance and participation, from co-operatives to deliberative 
democracy. 
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Context 

Problem 
1. Museums are not for everyone  

Not everyone visits or benefits from museums. As one interviewee 
highlighted, the strongest predictor that someone will visit a museum is 
their education, followed by their socioeconomic status.  People with no 
qualifications are nearly five times less likely to visit a museum than those 
with a degree or professional qualification, but museums do not account 
for this.  

Understanding people who can't read, and understanding what people 
who have literacy issues might get out of a museum is literally beyond 
[museum staff]. If museums tend to be education institutions, they're not 
there to provide for uneducated people, they give more education to the 
already educated. Actually, most museums don't even collect level of 
educational information, but it's the single biggest factor.  

One community partner suggested that their service users would say that 
museum goers were typically ‘well off white people who’ve had lovely 
lives.’ A museum worker and consultant noted that we know the people 
benefiting most from museums are white middle-class families. They were 
clear that they didn’t want to see less while middle-class families. ‘We're 
not saying that. We're saying we want to see more of everybody else in 
there, so how can we change it?’  Several respondents referred to data 
about museum audiences, which showed that audience demographics had 
not changed.  

Interviewees were clear that museums hold responsibility for the lack of 
diversity amongst visitors. In relation to young people, a community 
partner noted that museums were missing a whole age bracket in their 
audience. Describing this as a ‘massive problem’, they said that this 
showed ‘there's clearly something wrong not with the audiences, but with 
you,’ the museum.  Referring to the interest people have in heritage and 
culture, one director said that museums didn’t need to try and get people 
to do something that they didn’t want to do. ‘People are already keen as 
mustard to get involved. The barrier is us. There’s no hard to reach, very 
few hard-to-reach communities, just hard-to-reach institutions.’  While 
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people are interested in heritage, most museums only represent the 
heritage and culture of a certain section of society. Where the culture is 
more diverse, it is often displayed according to the views of the dominant 
culture, rather than reflecting the perspectives of the people connected to 
the heritage involved. Respondents were also very aware of the lack of 
diversity in their workforce and governance and connected this to the lack 
of audience diversity.  

2. Us and Them  
Some people spoke about a tendency for museums to think in terms of 
‘us’ and ‘them’. The staff and the board, who reflect the typical museum 
audience, were us. The communities, and especially the people who do not 
traditionally visit museums, were them or other. Several respondents 
expressed discomfort in relation to this othering ("that doesn't really make 
any sense"), and the relationship with power and decision-making.  

Certainly, in thinking about the strategic decisions of those organisations, I 
think it would be much richer if people didn't see the people who own the 
collections and the people who visit the museums as other. Actually, that 
often has class and racial connotations, unintentionally, but they are posh 
white people who are making those decisions about everybody else. In 
some organisations that's really acute. … If we continue to talk about 
communities as something to be engaged with, it starts to feel just deeply 
uncomfortable.  

An academic said that they had stopped using the term participation, in 
favour of collaboration, for similar reasons. ‘I don't use participation much 
anymore, because participation is problematic in and of itself, it's 
participation in my project or in my institution.’  

A community partner suggested that the ‘museum should be the 
community,’ and a couple of interviewees spoke about a shift in the way 
that they thought about this. One director talked about a collective of 
people that were involved in the museum’s capital redevelopment, saying 
that a few months in they had realised that that staff were also a part of 
the collective. It had started with the notion that you have the museum 
staff with their expertise ‘over here’ and the community with their 
expertise ‘over there.’ The core work involved ‘valuing all those forms of 
expertise, but also creating that sense of collective vision.’ They described 
the work as interesting, but tough. ‘It's very easy to revert to the default 
them and us, very easy.’  A community partner and trustee noted that a 
new director had garnered a lot of respect in a city where the community 
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had not trusted for a long time. ‘What I believe is that in terms of making it 
all better, we all have to work together. It's not a them and us.’  

While these shifts were seen in larger museums, some of the smaller 
museums had come to this from a very different perspective. They did not 
differentiate themselves from the community in the same way. One staff 
member noted that there was no ‘us and them’, that rather they were all 
part of the community. ‘The museum is about us. We're the community. As 
activists, as feminists, the diversity of those involved as staff and 
volunteers. …so many women over the decades have put stuff in the 
museum, like it's them.’  The opposite of us and them could also be seen 
as a more porous organisation, that understands its relationship to the 
world outside the building. An academic described visiting or interacting 
with a museum as a permeable experience.  

[Museums] still operate as if somehow separate from the world. When you 
understand that what you do inside the museum is passed to the world 
around. The people, what they go in and experience is shaped by what they 
bring with them, and what they find in there, they take back into the world. 
It's a very permeable experience. Museums often don't operate that way. 
The more you involve and listen, the more you shape an institution that is 
more relevant, and more dynamic, and more aware of its place, its 
embeddedness.  

3. Large versus small  
Respondents made a distinction between large, traditional institutions and 
smaller heritage organisations and museums. The latter were often, 
although not always, more flexible, more embedded in their local 
community, and had greater freedom to change. Many of the issues raised 
in the interviews applied most strongly to the larger national and civic 
museums, and more traditional independents. One community partner 
acknowledged the good work being done by a large museum, while also 
noting their limitations.  

The problem is it's another massive organisation, isn't it? I wonder, 
sometimes, if there's a bit of a lack of realism about what people engaging 
can really change. There's a lot of big vision, but, actually, in the end, you've 
got to be realistic. … Maybe sometimes it's all right to say, "Well, this is what 
we do. This is where people can engage," but actually, unless things were to 
fundamentally change in the way we perceive culture and do things, there's 
probably not a lot else that's going to happen.  

People seemed more hopeful about smaller organisations. One trustee 
commented that ‘small is beautiful.’  They noted that often they didn’t get 
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as much attention, but that many were really trying to do things 
differently. ‘My money is on the smaller, the independent ones who can 
lead the way and the practice. Maybe these national museums will catch 
up.’  Similarly, a trustee suggested that if we want to affect change in 
communities, that we need to work with the smaller, more integrated 
organisations. While it was suggested that the larger institutions might 
‘catch up,’ several people also spoke about the difficulty in transferring the 
virtues and lessons of small community based organisations and their 
boards to more traditional, more hierarchical museums. Some directors of 
larger institutions did seek to scale up the ‘ethical practice’ of smaller 
museums. One referred to the ‘deep local investment by citizens over a 
sustained period of time,’ and a more equitable balance of power between 
staff and the wider community.  Several respondents called on trustees 
and leaders to spend time within local communities. They suggested 
listening to people, not assuming what they might want or need, and being 
more open about who gets to define what culture is.  

4. The pace of change 
People expressed frustration about the pace of change in the sector. For 
those, nearing the end of their careers, there was a strong sense of 
disillusionment. People spoke in terms of decades: 

• It still frustrates me. I'm still looking at what I was looking at 10 years 
ago in too many instances.  

• I still think the sector has a bloody long way to go. If I see another 
report with some primary school children, some people of colour, some 
old people and a disabled person photograph and talk about co-
production and shared decision making, I'll cry because I've been 
seeing those for the last 20 years.  

• We're clinging to models and formulas which are not working. It's 
slightly delusional that we could still be in this position today and 
saying that all the data keeps telling us that museums are really only 
ever serving white middle-class families. Something has gone 
drastically wrong at some point. There's probably about 20 years’ worth 
of data there that shows the same thing. We've been doing the 
community engagement on the same basis as well.  

• When did we start changing to more accessible, welcoming museums? 
50 years ago? Hasn't made much difference.  

Respondents questioned the impact of 20 years of community 
engagement and participation, and courses, conferences, and 
programmes around diversity. Many felt that the conversation or debate 
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hadn’t really progressed, and one suggested that ‘the big movement for 
change has petered out.’  Another noted that people were lauded for 
making a little bit of effort, whereas the work should be ‘a big stretch.’ 
Several respondents pointed to a lack of creativity in museums and a 
reluctance to try different decision-making models and ways of working. 
While directors expressed a lot of interest in what was happening beyond 
the sector, museums were not benefitting from models already trialled in 
other organisations. What came through clearly, was (a) the need for a 
different approach, (b) the sense that participation had not been pushed 
very far, and (c) the need to speed things up.  

There were some hopeful voices, noting that some museums were making 
change. They suggested the need to build on that trajectory – ‘and get 
there a bit faster’. One respondent acknowledged that you cannot ‘unpick 
the whole hierarchy’ of a massive national institution overnight, and that 
change would be a longer process for some museums. A community 
partner and trustee spoke about it being a learning journey, and a desire 
for honesty about where the sector was at.  ‘I would love to see honest 
dialogue in the museum sector where they just say we haven't done it, 
we've been crap at it, and we really need to do it because it is the way 
forward and it's good for us.’  

Museum purpose  
The role of the museum in the community 
The museum’s role in the community was described in a variety of ways, 
ranging from being useful to a radical social hub. What emerged clearly was 
the potential social purpose of museums and a sense of connection to the 
wider world. One interviewee saw the museum as a living thing that 
everybody could ‘play their part’ in. ‘It should just be a mirror of what's good 
outside its doors and what needs change.’  Another suggested that 
organisations that properly engaged with people, could see themselves within 
a wider context. ‘Any organisation that works really hard, active listening, that 
gets out, understands its embeddedness in the world, rather than itself as a 
destination as such.’  This characterised a broader shift in how some museums 
defined their purpose. As one museum director noted, their work had 
increasingly moved towards a social justice agenda, but their mission 
statement still referred to ‘using the collection to inspire learning, creativity 
and enjoyment’. They went on to suggest that ‘where we are now in 2020, it 
feels quite a weak statement [when] we could be using the collection for 
social justice.’  



 

 
 16 Democracy at the top  |  Melissa Strauss       

 

1. History/memory – content 
Our museums are our soul. They tell our story. They tell the good, the bad, 
and the ugly.  

Museums are seen as repositories of history and memory, and many 
people highlighted the role of the museum in representing a broader and 
more critical view of the past. This emerged in relation to areas of history 
and perspectives that had largely been omitted, ‘things we haven’t spoken 
about’, particularly in relation to racism and colonisation. Respondents also 
referred more generally to a need for museums to reflect all of society in 
collections and the stories told. The re-telling of history and inclusive 
stories were also linked to more direct impacts on people. For example, 
the museum can use the past to help us understand the present and look 
forward to the future. ‘They carry our history. They've got everything about 
our past in them. If we can't use that in some way to understand ourselves, 
then "What is the point of that?"’  Similarly, seeing yourself represented in 
museums was connected to a sense of identity and belonging.  

Museums broadly recognised a need to tell different stories, about the 
British Empire, about a wider range of communities, and people’s more 
recent histories. However, respondents from community partners and 
people who spoke about themselves as not being part of traditional 
museum audiences spoke about this far more urgently and consistently. In 
some cases, respondents related these points to strong emotions: ‘I came 
into this sector quite angry because I didn't feel anybody was 
representing my heritage and my story in any meaningful way, and 
probably still.’  Respondents noted the demands coming from the 
community, for example around accessibility and decolonisation. Some 
questioned the extent to which museums were willing to fulfil this 
responsibility, while others noted changes being made by museums. 
Community partners wanted museums to use history to address the issues 
communities face now and demonstrate their social value.  

2. What needed locally – community asset/good citizen 
Many of the museums saw themselves as part of a place, and a wider 
range of services, and articulated their role accordingly. For example, one 
museum director spoke about being a good civic citizen. ‘Thinking of the 
museum as a person, how should a person behave to be a good citizen?’ 
Recognising the museum as part of larger area physically had changed 
their thinking about the site and the service. Another director noted their 
place within an ecology of organisations, and their role in aligning 
themselves with civic society. Another suggested that museums should 
question more what is actually needed locally. ‘Museums spend a lot of 
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their time saying, "What's our purpose? What are we here to do?" I don't 
think we spend anywhere near enough time saying, "What does our city, 
town, village, whatever it might be need us to be?"  The heritage sites 
interviewed referred to themselves as community assets, with one 
specifically positioning the site within a broader programme of asset 
based community development.  

Museums and community partners highlighted the role of museums and 
heritage sites in addressing social issues and communities’ needs. Many of 
the organisations ran programmes or projects around employment and 
skills development, food poverty, homelessness, well-being, mental health, 
and loneliness. One community partner noted that their service users loved 
going to the museum, because it was ‘such a holistic, therapeutic, nice, 
welcoming environment for them.’  Another spoke about the change for 
people and their mental health when they can contribute something. 
‘They're no longer people who see themselves as a failure and a problem 
and a charity case, but they're people who are making a contribution.’  
While museums ran these programmes alongside other functions, one 
heritage site questioned what kind of organisation that they might be if 
this was central to their role. ‘If we were really looking at the greatest need 
in the community and what purpose [we] could serve to support those 
needs, it certainly wouldn't be a visitor attraction or possibly even a 
community centre, if we were really looking at the sharp end of what is 
needed in the community.’   

Museums were perceived of as local meeting places. They were described 
as trusted, shared spaces where people could encounter others. They 
could be safe and challenging. One museum director spoke about the 
convening power of the museum, and its role in bringing disparate groups 
together, such as activists and councillors. Another director believed that 
museums had an important role to play in deliberative democracy, for 
example with people’s assemblies discussing the complex issues facing 
society. ‘To me that's where museums are the best. They are places of 
deliberation in a complex world’.  Community partners highlighted the 
potential of museums to build understanding between communities, and 
tackle stigma, for example associated with homelessness. They also noted 
the potential of heritage sites in creating opportunities for bringing people 
from different backgrounds together and bridging social capital. 
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3. Agent of change 
Museums were seen to have a role in driving change and ‘making the 
world a better place’. This emerged both directly in terms of leading 
change and indirectly in supporting social action. However, while 
respondents felt museums should be trying to change the world, there was 
also an impression that they were ‘sitting on the side lines going “No, 
we’re museums”.’  One community partner suggested that museums 
needed to have more of a voice.  

I feel like they are very powerful institutions, but do they actually use their 
voice for good, do they make statements about things that would 
encourage a particular group of people to join alliance with them and think, 
"Oh, wow. My museum cares about me, cares about what's happening"? Or 
are they very impartial, "Don't get involved, don't make any statements, 
don't have any bold messages and aims"? Perhaps, there needs to be just 
some more work around that really.  

One museum director felt that museums should not have waited for Black 
Lives Matter to challenge racism, but should have been leading on this. The 
museum ‘should absolutely roll its sleeves up with all the flaming resource 
it's got. We don't even touch the sides.’  Respondents did describe 
practical ways that museums could lead change, for example in influencing 
legislation, supporting charity fundraising, and raising people’s awareness 
of social and environmental issues and changing people’s opinions or 
behaviour.  

Respondents also referred to the role of museums in creating the 
conditions for social action and activating others.  

I'm critical where the museum calls itself an activist museum, but it's not 
activating anybody else… It's like a PR campaign. We're for climate justice, 
we're anti-racist, we put on exhibitions, and that's fine. Where are they with 
helping people exercise their own voice and their own activism, for me, 
that's the fundamental point of it.  

One museum director had found that people didn’t want the museum to 
be leading on environmental change, but rather wanted the museum to 
create the conditions for ‘civic imagination’ and social action. Staff at other 
sites also talked about the importance of people feeling that they can 
contribute to ‘our communities and society’. They noted their role in 
building people’s confidence and skills to engage in active citizenship, and 
in subverting how people felt about a place to help tell a different story 
about where they live.   
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Tensions – Museum purpose 

1. Collections and objects versus people 
The tension between objects and people was identified in two different 
ways. Firstly, the preservation of objects for future generations was 
contrasted with the interests of people now. Limiting the risks to the 
object also limited its possible use, for example to increase access or 
enable stronger social outcomes. Prioritising preservation also limited the 
potential for participation. Here, the impetus to keep collections for the 
future led to decision-making that was national and hierarchical.  To have a 
participatory museum would require a change in our understanding of 
heritage as a limited resource that must be preserved and of decision-
making as a top-down process concerned with protecting the object. 
Secondly, collecting, exhibiting, and interpreting objects as things was 
contrasted with the human subject. This would involve bringing museums 
alive by exploring ‘the subjectivity behind objects,’ and the missing 
narratives of human experience, which were often invisible. The 
architectural or historical significance of the built heritage was also 
contrasted with its soul. The soul was what it meant to people, what they 
valued and saw as ‘distinct and unique.’  

The contrast between object and subject, and between significance and 
soul, was reflected in tensions between professional or academic 
knowledge and lived experience or community interests. Museums were 
traditionally seen as providing objective information, and some museum 
staff struggled to appreciate the community’s voice. One community 
partner spoke about the knowledge, influence, and power that museums 
have and use, and the responsibility of museums to acknowledge this 
when representing the past. Another interviewee described a tension in 
wanting to work with community co-production and be a place of 
equitable exchanges of knowledge, while being part of a university that 
values academic research most highly. They talked about work to bring 
researchers and community engagement teams together, and the related 
challenges. It was recognised that they could learn from each other, and 
they understood the importance of the academic and student audience. 
However, engagement staff felt uncomfortable, committed to being led 
by the needs of community partners rather than the needs of researchers.   

We've worked really hard to build those relationships with our partners 
locally to determine what happens in the museums. Suddenly we've got 
another pressure coming from somewhere else that's saying, "Well, actually 
we've got all this money. Why don't you work with us?" It's like, "Well, I don't 
think that the communities we work with really wanted to do that."  
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2. (Inter)national versus local 
Tensions between a national, or international, role and connections to local 
communities emerged across a range of museums. It was most obvious in 
national museums, but also came up in relation to museums that focused 
on a subject rather than a place, and where tourism was important or 
sought after. One interviewee who was working with a national museum in 
a diverse regional city was looking at these tensions – between producing 
high-quality exhibitions for large numbers of visitors from outside the area 
and doing community based work – as a strength. They asked if these 
tensions can be framed in a ‘way that that dynamic, that negotiation over 
the nature of being national and local can be a strength of what the 
organization contributes to the ecology’ within the city?  For one trustee, 
very ‘heavily emphasising’ the community could be ‘amazing,’ but could 
also involve losing their ‘goals for becoming a national resource and an 
international destination for people to come to and just becoming a 
museum with an international reputation.’  Referring to the uniqueness of 
the museum, they described it as a very special space. The concern here 
was not that these ambitions conflicted, but that there may not be enough 
resource to be both. Another interviewee suggested that some national 
museums focused on being a ‘national resource’ were ‘deliberately 
alienated’ from their local audience. ‘Investing in your local audience is 
actually seen as somehow unethical, and disproportionate, and 
unrepresentative because if your local audience, I don't know, happen to 
be lots of rich White people, then that's not appropriate for you to invest in 
them.  

For the national museum of one of the countries, people located far away 
from any of the museum’s sites felt quite strongly that the museum was 
not catering to them. A community organisation felt that you had to build 
one side and then the other. They wanted to nurture the community to 
host the heritage site and not become the outsider, and then potentially 
for that community to open up to others.  

Even if that takes 20 years, what would it look like for our community to 
actually have made a conscious choice to invite other people in to visit their 
heritage and to be the ones taking the pride in presenting it and hosting 
people? It becomes a bit of an act of hospitality, rather than something 
that's been imposed on a community.  
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3. Growth and income versus social impact 
Some interviewees identified some conflict between social impact and an 
emphasis on growth and attracting tourism, and the pressure for increased 
income and visitor numbers. One suggested that museums, especially 
larger civic institutions, needed to better align themselves with civil society 
rather than focusing on generating only economic and cultural worth. 
Some, however, also saw increased numbers and income as a result of 
improved community engagement. One director, while very excited about 
their capital redevelopment, questioned if they would build an extension if 
making that decision now.  

That kind of growth, getting bigger, more visitors, more income, more, it's 
actually really challenging my worldview at the moment. I feel I'm slightly 
caught in the midst of how do you do that and really go to your full power 
around what you might achieve in terms of that social impact and they are 
slightly, and I think they always will slightly struggle with each other. That's 
okay, that's all right, tension can be good.  

Other interviewees noted the tensions between making money and 
inclusion, for example in the café prices, and between the quality of 
outcome (prioritising large audience numbers) and process (focused on in-
depth work with small groups). One suggested the pressure around 
numbers led to ‘churning out the same formal learning engagement 
activity’ for years, at the cost of quality and impact for a smaller number of 
people.  

On the other hand, others talked about inclusion and engagement as key 
to financial resilience. One suggested that it was possible for the 
community to become a bigger funder and advocate, monetising 
increased engagement with communities. Another highlighted that 
connecting to people had led to record incomes, with people paying for 
exhibitions, spending in the shop, and making donations. ‘I think the 
challenge for directors is to be really clear that the improvement in the 
finances and the reduction of the risk is a direct correlation to connecting 
to your community in meaningful ways.’  A trustee and community partner 
noted high visitor numbers bringing in the money, and again connected 
this with a much wider, more diverse, visitor population. In contrast, one 
director spoke about declining visitor numbers and the need to increase 
relevance to bring more people into the museum. Another trustee and 
community partner suggested that museums needed to make the same 
buzz as cinemas and restaurants.  
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Tensions – Community experience 

1. Not representative and not welcoming 
Community partners talked about museums not representing them, and 
the message that conveyed. One suggested that going to museums 
doesn’t involve learning about history, but rather about society’s decisions 
and priorities. ‘If I'm not seeing myself represented there, or I'm not 
seeing people I know closely represented there, then it's suggesting that 
you aren't part of a priority in society.’  However, museums and partners 
also noted that the barriers were not just about content, but that people 
were ‘put off by the experience,’ for example, by the architecture of the 
building, the security guards, not seeing any staff that they think represent 
them, or marketing. Another community partner described all of the 
museums they had been to across the UK as so ‘grand and intimidating,’ 
and connected this with who would visit. One director recognised the 
‘really great work’ they had done around content would not make much 
difference, ‘if those communities still don't want to come through our front 
door,’ because they are ‘too scared’ or think it’s not for them.  

When communities did encounter the museum, their experiences ranged 
from being turned away to feeling welcome in a way that surprised them. 
One museum worker talked about how museums often don’t welcome 
communities that approach them to work together due to capacity. ‘I've 
seen that happen before. A community group will rock up and they've just 
discovered something really interesting in the archives about their 
presence in the city and the museum will say, "Sorry, no. We're locked-in 
for two years. Submit a form. Blah, blah, blah."  A community partner had a 
very different experience after being approached by the museum. ‘From 
being this colonial, very distant, non-approachable place, we felt that we 
were warmly welcomed and invited.’  Another partner, also now a trustee, 
questioned whether museums were really ready to welcome new 
audiences when they were not transforming an approach ‘that clearly 
hadn’t worked.’ ‘You're still delivering something that's a model from 100 
years ago, which is, "At museums, you must be quiet, you can't have too 
many people in there."  

2. Elitist, exclusive, patronising 
Interviewees talked about the exclusive nature of museums, and how this 
was preserved, for example through expectations around audience 
behaviour, imposing buildings and closed doors, and a deficit model of 
engagement. One interviewee noted that ‘formality of behaviour is the 
crucial mark of respect for culture,’ pointing out that museums would need 
to become ‘much more informal’ to gain new visitors.  Another expressed 
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relief that the museum’s new entrance would not have a lot of steps, with a 
building that looks like an ‘authoritarian, colonial institute.’ This type of 
entrance led them to ask whether they could go in there, would they have 
to push against heavy doors to get in, and would they need to feel 
important or be dressed in a certain way? ‘The museum has to be inclusive, 
welcoming, and have those doors open. Have them open, just like shop 
doors.’  Museums were also described as gatekeepers. ‘They've 
traditionally been more like gatekeepers of our cultural identities and 
community identities, whereas actually all of that history belongs to the 
community.’  

Many highlighted issues around class and culture. ‘It's just that it's the class 
thing when it comes to culture. It's a massive barrier, really.’  They noted 
that many cultural organisations had a very middle class offer, for example 
with art that could be perceived as pretentious, which a lot of people 
might not be able to relate to. Speaking about their own background, one 
director linked people’s feelings about museums with their distance from 
power. ‘I would say the people are a long way from the power where I 
come from. I am seeing the national museum as something that was 
worthy but really wasn't for people like me from within that community 
and how do we change that’?  Another museum worker suggested that 
museums, and the wider cultural sector, took a fundamentally patronising 
approach to under-represented communities.  

I think there's a bit too much focus being paid at the moment to this idea 
that arts, culture, and heritage will heal you, that it will repair you. It's a 
deficit model and where working-class people are concerned and Black, 
Asian, and ethnically diverse people who generally don't show up in the 
visitor demographic data or the users or the staff of these organisations, it's 
a regurgitation of Victorian benevolence. Well, it didn't really stop. It's a 
deficit model. The museum, art, and culture, it's about health and wellbeing, 
it will repair you physically and mentally, but it will also regenerate the local 
economy for you should you let it.  

Community partners referred to elitism and exclusivity in relation to the 
workforce. ‘Museums are probably one of the most exclusive areas in our 
society, and one of the most resistant to change.’  One partner described 
the profession of curating as elated. ‘It's elated for a reason because they 
only want a few people to do it’. They connected the exclusivity of the 
workforce to problematic displays focused on under-represented cultures 
and colonial history. They suggested that someone from the place 
featured in an exhibition, or with greater knowledge of the culture, would 
have brought greater sensitivity to the history of colonialism.  ‘You could 
ask somebody who's not a professional curator to curate a show... They 
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don't have to be trained as a curator.’ Another community partner had 
applied unsuccessfully for a role at the museum, and the reaction of others 
showed how museums were perceived. ‘I remember, my boss at the time 
said to me, "Keep at it." It's really hard to get into museums. They're for 
specific people. Even if it's a project related to your background, it is still 
really difficult to get into museums.’ While they were appointed to another 
role, they noted that the space should belong to everybody. ‘It didn't 
really belong to everybody.’  

3. Irrelevant 
Interviewees described people as disengaged or disinterested in 
museums, as lacking trust in these institutions or seeing them as irrelevant. 
One director stated that their museum was known in the sector for being 
good at community engagement but acknowledged that if local people 
were asked how ‘engaged or connected’ they felt, ‘you'd probably get a 
different answer.’ Another director suggested that museums were not 
‘responding to the cultural reality’ of a ‘massive silent majority’ of people. 
They were not critical of the museum, but rather didn’t care what the 
museum was doing.  

Some people saw museums as irrelevant, not something that would have a 
positive or significant impact on their lives. A community organisation 
developing a heritage centre had to work quite hard to build community 
support. Residents were not convinced of the value of a museum, and had 
effectively asked ‘if it’s just going to be a museum, what good is that to 
us?’  A community partner talked about the importance of word of mouth 
in influencing their client group to engage with the museum. It would 
often take one person willing to try it, who would then come back and 
convince others to give it a go. However, the partner questioned whether 
the feedback the museum constantly sought from different audiences was 
utilised. ‘Do you actually put it into motion? What are you committed to 
doing?’  

One community partner felt that the museum had failed to persuade 
people that it had an important role to play in the city. They posited a 
situation where the museum would have to shut down and the likely 
reactions of a call to save the museum. ‘I think the majority of people will 
be like, "What's it to me? I don't really care." They compared this with how 
people might feel about the collapse of the local hospital, where they were 
born, or took their children for care. ‘There's this value in that space, and 
people would be pulling out their wallets going, "How much can we give?" 
They noted that the museum was not ‘perceived in that way.’ The 
interviewee suggested that what the museum contributed to the city 
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wasn’t clear. ‘We could probably do without it in the moment we're in, 
where livelihoods are at stake and there's so many issues in the city: crime, 
poverty, and homelessness.’  The museum needed to position itself in a 
way that the community really valued, in a way that was ‘tangible’ and 
clear, rather than ‘abstract.’  Another interviewee suggested that ‘museums 
have no right to exist almost without being actively engaged.’ They also 
noted that museums needed to work collaboratively with activists to 
determine what they do. ‘That in itself is a change for museums and its 
ways of working because the expectations of these organisations will be 
entirely different in terms of how we reach conclusions about our next 
action.’  

Why participation? 
Interviewees talked about the role of participation in changing museums. It 
was seen as embodying museums’ social purpose and ethos, as well as 
addressing some of the wider issues and tensions, including how communities 
feel about museums.  

1. Ownership 
Ownership emerged as a reason for increasing participation in three ways. 
Firstly, people literally owned the collections. This related to many of the 
museums being publicly funded institutions. In the case of civic and 
national museums, the collections belong to the people of the city, 
country, or nation. It was seen as the right of the people who own the 
collection to ‘have a say in what’s acquired, how it’s interpreted, the stories 
we tell.’  Secondly, the collections are about people or are related to 
people’s experiences or heritage. Again, the notion of rights emerged 
here, as well as the authenticity and quality of the end product.  

We have a right, I feel, to have a say in how our stories are displayed and 
told, and more than just having a right to it. I think it's much more likely to 
have an authenticity to it if you use people that have a lived experience and 
knowledge and understanding of whatever, their cultural background or 
disability or race or gender or whatever. It's just going to have so much 
more authenticity to it if you're talking to people that lived that.   

Participation was also linked to a broader need to rethink a museum’s 
relationships with its collections and with the people related to those 
collections.  
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That feels like the big future area to work on, to be honest, is how to actually 
change the way the organisation as a whole thinks about its relationship with 
its collections and with the people that are related to those collections, 
either because they once owned them or mentioned in them or related by 
interest and experiences to them. That feels like the door which is opening, 
but it needs to be really pushed on. We've got a long way to go, basically, I 
would say.  

Thirdly, museum directors said that they wanted people to feel ownership 
of museums. Even though people owned public collections, they were not 
always aware of, or felt, this ownership. One director said that they wanted 
people to feel a connection with the museum and feel it was a space for 
them, where ‘they can create and see themselves reflected’ back.  Another 
director said that they did not know ‘one single person who is not 
interested in heritage or the arts.’ They noted the power in people feeling 
that they belong and expecting a quality experience.  

Once you get the appetite for what's good and what you feel part of and 
what you belong to because it's your bloody heritage. It doesn't belong to a 
professional class at all. That then becomes a real virtuous circle and an 
engine room for driving all kinds of wonderful things that can happen.  

2. Different perspectives  
For many people, the benefits of participatory practice lay in accessing 
new and different perspectives. For example, they described bringing lived 
experience to interpreting collections. Participation was also perceived to 
provide challenge, to question and change museum plans and work, and 
make them better and more inclusive. This was seen at every level, 
including governance. One director noted the benefit to the board of 
hearing different viewpoints in relation to a challenging process around 
returns and repatriation. Participation was also connected to better quality 
decisions, particularly regarding complex issues.  

Interviewees talked about bringing different modes of knowing in to open 
up complex issues. They noted that a diversity of input led to better 
decisions, and that good public engagement processes enabled problems 
to surface before coming back to bite organisations. Museum and heritage 
staff also talked about creating new knowledge with people. For example, 
in one case this involved taking a community development approach and 
applying it to create new knowledge about the past, to develop new 
positive stories about a place. One museum director spoke in terms of an 
‘ethos of shared creation of knowledge and telling the truth’ and ‘being 
open about challenging aspects of our collections.’  
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Participation brought lived experience and legitimacy to museum work 
around diaspora and decolonisation. One museum director noted that you 
can’t tell the story of a diaspora, and their experience and contribution, 
unless you involve them. Another staff member said that having 
community ambassadors involved in an exhibition about the Middle East 
had transformed how the show was written and developed. They had 
brought an understanding of what it was like to experience something on 
the ground, as opposed to a Western lens on how this area was shaped 
through Empire. Similarly, a director stated that decolonisation can’t be 
done without the community. The museum was working with groups of 
young people of West Indian heritage, who were ‘driving us and pushing 
us.’  ‘It feels then that there is consent to the work that many of us within 
the organization feel quite strongly about anyway. That’s important.’  

3. Values  
People spoke about participation as aligned to values, for example around 
cultural democracy, lived experience and social justice. One trustee again 
talked about people’s right to have their story told and be part of creating 
that story. It was about doing with, rather than doing to. An academic 
spoke about museums falling in line with the rest of the world and 
becoming more locally focused and engaged and working collaboratively.  

Looking at their values, given the state of the world, and the sheer number 
of problems that we collectively face, what is the purpose of the institution? 
If the institution's purpose is to engage with social justice, social change in 
the face of all of this, then the only way forward is to work in participation, in 
partnership, collaboratively, and better informed with what's going on 
outside its doors.  

Several people also referred to democracy and working ethically.  Again, 
these were related to the world beyond the museum and its 
connectedness with this wider world. This involved active listening, 
empowering voices outside the museum, and ‘demonstrating democratic 
decision-making.’ One interviewee suggested that the top-level framing 
around their work was about how to do things ethically, and that ‘one of 
these ethical imperatives is to drop down your organisational walls and 
work collaboratively with communities.’ It was also noted that having 
strong connections across the community made museums more resilient 
too.   



 

 
 28 Democracy at the top  |  Melissa Strauss       

 

4. Benefits of engagement in civic action  
Some respondents noted the benefits for people engaged in participation 
and civic action. Community partners in particular focused on this, 
highlighting the impact on people’s confidence, the creation of new life 
opportunities for those involved, and the importance of a sense of agency 
for people’s wellbeing. The manager of a heritage site also made a 
connection between participation in culture and wider citizenship. ‘If 
you're able to participate as a citizen in culture, so you're a better citizen 
on the whole. If you get common sense of democracy and having a voice, 
you're a better citizen as a whole.’  
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Potential Solution – 
Greater Participation  

Dominant status quo: Participation  
in temporary programming 
Participation has the potential to support greater change, but its impact on 
museums has been limited. While participatory practice has varied across the 
sector, it has not fundamentally changed most places. A community partner 
suggested that with more traditional organisations, so much was ‘set in stone’ 
before you have even started. ‘You have your board of trustees, you have 
your structure, you have your particular site, or whatever the area of interest 
is. There's very little left really, for people to change that's meaningful.’   

Most organisations have not become spaces that reflect, and are loved and 
used by, all of society, and a lot of participatory work addresses only an 
aspect of the problem. An interviewee noted that far too few museum leaders 
understood that they were ‘operating on a basis of exclusivity.’  

They think, "All right. We'll deal with that object that was looted and we'll do a 
co-curation project around it. We'll ask the opinion of the local community who's 
most closely connected to it." They should really be asking like, "How through 
the generations has our organisation changed to represent the communities we 
serve? What structures are still in place that exclude and intimidate those 
community groups that we're doing all this co-curation with?" I don't think 
we've got to that level of forensic intrinsic analysis of the governance structure 
of museums. I really don't think we're there.  

Participation to date has largely been: 

a. Temporary 

Participatory work has largely focused on temporary projects. 
Interventions have been largely ad hoc and have left a limited legacy.  

"Why don't these big change-making programmes ever really affect change 
in the core?" I think it is just that everyone was at full capacity before 
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projects come in, space isn't made in their work plans in order to do the 
work together. Then the project team ends. The follow-up funding is not 
there and the team that is left with the legacy can't take on the legacy, 
because they're still busy doing the job that they were doing before.  

b. Restricted 

Participatory projects have focused on programming, including 
exhibitions, displays, events and online content. The museum has decided 
how and when people can participate, and there has generally been no 
potential for participants to be involved in the wider work of the museum.  

There has been a definite and commendable intensification of co-
production, and co-curation, and quite rightly and it's going in the right 
direction, but I do think it really does stop at the content generation, 
collections developments, design point. All the things that you're likely to 
encounter when you're in the museum in terms of displays and exhibitions 
and design representation, I get it and that is fundamentally important as 
well. That is a really important part of what needs to happen, but I'm hard-
pressed to find any significant examples, at least in the UK, where that then 
translates into operational and governance change fundamentally from top 
to bottom.  

c. Marginal 

Participation has often been seen as the responsibility of certain teams, in 
particular learning and engagement teams. It is not part of core budgets 
and is often perceived as additional to the primary or core work of the 
museum.  

The problem is where the participatory, the democratic element of the 
museum's working… is on the margins of the organisation and never affects 
how power is distributed, how budgets are allocated within the organisation 
itself. Even in some of the most progressive practices in terms of 
participation, that area is still left aside and is rarely touched.  

d. Consultative (powerless) 

Communities have largely only been consulted on strategic issues, rather 
than having a role in decision-making at this level. They are not involved in 
leadership and governance, and the museum retains power in participatory 
work.  

All the board members will say, "Of course, we want this to change," but 
again, I don't know if they know how to or, again, by bringing change, there 
is that process, I'm choosing my words, of relinquishing power.  
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Co-production 
At present many people are talking about their participatory practice in terms 
of co-production, or in some cases, co-curation, or co-creation. In some 
heritage organisations this type of working is central or has become almost 
default, particularly in relation to exhibition and gallery development. For 
example, a director described doing a lot of co-curation and co-development 
of spaces, with one of their museum sites based on a ‘complete co-curation 
model with different community groups.’ Displays there were updated with 
different community groups all of the time, in a project-based way. However, 
the term co-production has been used to encompass a wide range of practice.  

Difference in what is meant by co-production 
One interviewee described the range of practice and characteristics of co-
creation as a continuum. This started with "Here's our thing; come and do it 
with us. You will have small control over what happens in that" at one end, 
through to "Can we work with you? We don't know what that will end up with" 
at the far end.  They also highlighted arts organisations that were ‘handing 
over the actual processing of the organisation’s governance,’ positing this as 
the next step on.  

One director suggested that there were many different versions of co-
production. This ranged from the ‘broad, everybody’s welcome, you all come 
in,’ to a focus on particular communities ‘who we know we have not served in 
the past or have lower rates of participation in culture in the city.’  Another 
noted that there was no established definition across museums. They 
suggested that some people had used the term co-curation in museum sector 
writing and conference panels to describe ‘generic community engagement’.  
‘It's a very sexy, trendy word, and often they use the word, but then 
immediately follow it with inform, content, consultation, or testing and 
reviewing which isn't what I see as co-curation.’  Similarly, another interviewee 
stated that it was hard to know what was really going on or where any 
innovation existed. ‘Museum people habitually, culturally over-claim anyway 
the level of innovation and radical change that's happening.’  

Impact on strategy and governance 
There was interesting co-production work happening, including projects that 
sought to shift power and would have a lasting impact, for example through 
co-curated capital redevelopments. Some directors talked about the legacy of 
co-production in their organisation, for example on the culture and the 
division between people.  
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Where I see co-production and participation influencing organisations is 
definitely culturally in that it has a tangible impact on organisational culture and 
the boundaries between staff, the expert, and the community. Just the fact that 
you're creating conditions or spaces for people to work together, both who you 
would describe as professional curators and the community. By its nature, by 
creating community, you do reduce some of those divisions between the two 
and there is mutual learning that happens fairly consistently because of that 
approach.  

While some external partners talked about trying to blur the distinction 
between co-production at a project level and governance, it was broadly 
agreed that co-production work had had limited impact on strategy and 
governance, and particularly in relation to boards. One interviewee noted that 
museums were still focused on how diverse the audience is or how diverse the 
participation work is, but not the diversity of decision-making. They could not 
identify many that were ‘actually looking at how far and embedded it can be 
within the organisation in terms of co-production and joint decision-making 
and deliberative democracy. In fact, they're very few and far between that are 
willing to go that far, certainly in this country.’  Many directors and staff 
members acknowledged that participation had not impacted their 
governance. ‘The honest answer probably, it hasn’t yet’.  

Even where museums did a lot of co-production, there were limited 
mechanisms for people to contribute to decision-making around the 
museum’s wider strategy or priorities. For example, many museums had long-
standing community panels, which were often engaged in co-production 
work. They were also used in an advisory capacity, but most museums 
brought strategic issues to these groups in a strictly consultative capacity. 
Communities might influence the strategy through senior staff, but not 
directly. Referring to the Museums Association’s guidance, one staff member 
suggested that they were ‘a long way from that Power to the People 
governance model where you've got people from a wider range of 
communities actually making the strategic change in your museum.’  

Some people saw co-production work around programming as a separate 
issue from governance, but noted that change in both of these areas was 
needed. Many interviewees raised the importance of participation reaching 
into boards and being connected to the community at that level. Although the 
challenges of this, especially for some of the larger institutions was also 
acknowledged. ‘If I'm honest, I think that the boards of the major national 
museums, and some of the bigger local authority ones, are battleships and it's 
going to take a very long time to turn around. Which doesn't mean to say you 
shouldn't try, but it's going to take a hell of a long time.’ It was, however, also 
recognised that there had been some improvement. ‘It's better than it was.’  
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Governance 
In most cases, governance provided limited opportunities and support for 
participation. 

1. Make-up/diversity 
Museum directors, trustees, and community partners all recognised board 
make-up as a major issue. While the need was widely acknowledged, 
museums were struggling to diversify their boards. Reasons cited for this 
ranged from having limited input into recruitment to a lack of 
understanding in how to access and welcome a wider range of potential 
trustees. For national museums, trustees were recruited through a public 
appointments process. Many other boards also had nominated members 
from the local council, political parties, or other organisations. Even where 
there was greater freedom in recruitment, boards had traditionally 
recruited from a narrow circle of people that were generally already on 
other boards. Further obstacles included some existing trustees, who did 
not always recognise the need for a wider range of perspectives in 
decision-making, and practical issues, such as the time commitment 
involved in joining a board and the implications of this for people who 
could not take time from work or had caring responsibilities.  

One of the biggest problems is that, very little work has been done on 
boards of trustees. Very little, it's been relatively untouched. One of the main 
reasons is that the focus has been on those who are influencers or can 
generate income, so politically or financially, but not in terms of how 
representative it is in terms of the audiences the institution is trying to work 
with.  

Some museums had made progress in diversifying their board. Some 
national museums had appointed associate members, bringing, for 
example, community partners and young people on to the board as non-
voting members. Other museums had taken a targeted approach, either 
advertising for or directly approaching more diverse candidates. Museum 
directors and trustees often noted that they had better representation 
around some protected characteristics than others. There was also a 
distinction made between diversity in terms of protected characteristics 
and local or community representation. For example, one trustee noted 
that the board had less ethnic diversity or young people, but that they 
were strongly part of the local community. Another trustee highlighted the 
need for greater diversity, but felt that being a member of the local 
community was not relevant to who should be appointed.  
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A connection to the local community emerged as both an aspiration of 
board make-up and an indication of how to improve governance. For 
example, a director from a civic museum thought that ideally their whole 
board would be of the local community. However, they suggested that 
they gave a different impression of what they wanted from trustees. 
‘When you read the mini biogs that we've got of trustees on our website 
and it's usually around things, awards they've won or excelled in this or top 
of their game in that. Actually, more than the fact that they're residents 
[or] grew up in the city.’  Another trustee raised issues about the 
motivations of people to become trustees, particularly when driven by 
status or prestige, and the impact that this had on the culture and 
effectiveness of boards. In contrast, they noted that governance could 
work well ‘if people are really interested in serving the local community.’  

A few trustees spoke about their experience in bringing greater diversity 
to the board. One commented on how obvious it was that their 
appointment to the board was connected to their heritage.  

It was blindingly obvious that me coming on board as a trustee was the fact 
my heritage, me as a person of colour, was a massive part of me being there 
because it was full of old white people, … and mostly I'd say middle-class 
elderly white people which is what museums are these days. I was very 
conscious that I was brought in as this person. However, I know it's not just 
for that reason, because I had a long history with the museum.  

A trustee (and employee in the sector) spoke about the conflict they felt in 
being invited on to boards to improve diversity and representation. They 
described a personal tension, linked to feeling uncomfortable and the 
emotional labour involved, but also the necessity in ‘our voices’ being 
there. ‘Certainly, as a person of colour working in museums, I want the 
governance structure, and ideally the leadership structure to reflect the 
diversity of the city where I work or live.’  However, they also said that it 
‘feels really different when you're the only, or one of a few people of 
colour. It's hard when you see that the organisation wants to obviously 
improve in terms of diversity. I'm also acutely aware of the emotional 
labour as people of colour. When do I not have to do this?’  For some 
trustees there was a point in knowing why you’re there, rather than (or 
beyond) ticking a box. Trustees talked about their knowledge and skills 
being utilised on the board and the importance of being able to make a 
contribution. 
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2. Relationships 
Very few boards included community partners or participants as trustees. 
As one director noted, ‘the people who are involved in all of that 
collaboration, co-creation aren't represented on the board of trustees 
currently.’  There were also limited relationships between the organisations 
and people collaborating with museums and their boards. For example, 
some museums had long-standing community panels, reaching back 15 
years or more, and these panels had had no contact, or influence with the 
board. One director commented that they had worked hard to empower 
their community forums and had realised how powerless they were when it 
comes to the museum’s governance. The staff generally sat between the 
board and the community. Boards also had limited relationships with staff 
beyond the executive, and, in some cases, directors had little contact with 
the community. One interviewee noted that co-producers wanted to get to 
know senior staff, but that there was a ‘bottle neck and they can’t get near 
them.’  

This lack of relationships raised three issues. Firstly, people making 
decisions need to hear a range of views. As one trustee noted, ‘I would like 
to feel that we are hearing from a good mix of people in some way, and I 
don't feel we are at the moment.’  While they were especially concerned 
about this due to the lack of diversity on the board, they also recognised 
that boards cannot represent everyone with the number of people 
involved.  ‘I think the key thing is around how do board members get to 
hear different perspectives if those board members are inherently-- well, 
actually, even if they're diverse, at the end of the day, where do we get the 
feedback?’  One community partner said that they didn’t think they had 
met any trustees, but suggested that they would like the opportunity to 
talk to the board. They felt that third sector organisations meeting with 
museum boards could lead to more strategic working. For this to happen, 
Boards would need to see community partners as strategic stakeholders. 

Secondly, sometimes people need to hear directly from the people 
impacted to understand the necessity for change. An external partner 
talked about taking ideas from participants and communicating them to 
senior managers, or other people in the museum. They found that 
flattening the relationship between the participants and the people in 
power made a big difference to how the message was received.  ‘We were 
viewed as the problem, like access police or whatever it is we were trying 
to do. We just made a fundamental decision to take ourselves out of the 
loop, and directly expose people in power to the lived experience that was 
coming out. In most cases, it was transformative.’  Similarly, one director 
noted how useful it was for trustees to be in the room when there are 
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uncomfortable or sensitive conversations, to be able to understand the 
challenges that staff and community groups deal with on a daily basis. 
‘They can hear first-hand why something is important to someone or isn't.’  

Thirdly, decision-makers need to learn from the museum’s work with 
communities. One director asked what the point of working with a 
particular community was, if the learning stayed with the outreach officer 
and never reached the trustees, or even the director. ‘How do the trustees 
get hold of that information?’  They suggested that the distance between 
trustees and communities meant that boards could not meaningfully 
engage with the work. ‘When their trustees are many miles away from the 
communities they're supposed to be serving, the gap is enormous. All they 
can do is patronise and say, “You’re doing a good job,” and pat people on 
the head. I don’t know what the answer is to that unless it’s going to be 
structural change.’  One trustee did question whether the board should 
have a more direct relationship with the community, or whether the 
community would be interested.  ‘We just sit there and help things move 
along. We're not involved with the community. We don't make content 
decisions or curatorial decisions. Why would they even want to know who 
we were or want to engage with us?’  

3. Scope and agenda 
Museum boards varied in the attention and support they gave to 
participatory and community related work. Trustees mainly heard about 
this work through board papers and short presentations. It was generally 
not seen as central to board business, and there was limited engagement 
with the subject. One director noted that the board ‘liked to know that 
we're doing all this community work.’ ‘That is great. They like to hear it, but 
they don't really engage or understand it.’  Another thought only one or 
two trustees were interested in community-based work and co-
production. The Chair had said, ‘we are here because of our empathy for 
the collections.’ This impacted not only the extent to which the community 
was considered in decision-making, but also how well the board could 
understand the relationship between the community and the museum. One 
trustee suggested that quite a lot of boards think that they know about 
what is happening in the organisation in the community, because there is a 
presentation by a member of staff or someone else about this work at 
every board meeting. ‘But what are they doing? They're showing 
themselves and their work in the best light. That's not always the best way 
of getting to what’s really going on.’  

Museum directors and trustees reported different levels of interest on 
boards. In some cases, they felt that there was genuine interest, but a lack 
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of time. One trustee noted that there was something about boards that 
was ‘tedious and uncreative’, and that they needed time for the other stuff. 
It was also alienating for trustees whose primary skills and experience 
related to community engagement when boards focused solely on 
finances, leases, and risk management. However, the level of focus on the 
community and participatory work was linked to who the trustees were in 
a number of museums, rather than just the agenda or format of meetings.  

One director felt that their board was a barrier to better community 
engagement, noting that they were more focused on prestige and awards. 
Another talked about how the interest of trustees was changing, and that 
they had started to win the board over in term of co-creation. Part of this 
was about the Chair seeing how impactful it could be when done properly. 
They also noted that as the board diversified, more trustees spoke up for 
this work. Similarly, as boards gained more diverse trustees, they seemed 
to be engaged more in working groups and sub-committees beyond the 
traditional finance, audit, and remuneration committees.  

I think from a board perspective we're very lucky. We've got quite a number 
of board members there who see the full benefits of the community. They 
understand that it's connected. It's linked. How can you have a museum if 
you haven't got a community representation. That's the whole point of 
museums. They represent artifacts, lives, creativity, experience.  

In contrast, the governance of a community organisation developing a 
heritage site and centre involved a very different scope and agenda than 
most museums. One of its trustees noted that the board was ‘a joy to be a 
part of,’ and that through the board they saw and understood a lot of the 
challenges that are being faced more broadly within the community. For 
example, this included health issues, food poverty, and increases in 
inequality and unemployment. The board had enabled them to see 
opportunities where heritage could fit with other areas and challenges.  A 
manager asserted that community participation was never an ‘added extra’ 
for them or their board. ‘It's what our whole story is, in a way.’  

We're always a bit more focused on how we work rather than what we do. 
We're really obsessed with things like asset-based community development 
and co-production and what that looks like in practice. In a way the projects 
are a fallout of that, rather than the other way round. You think, "Well, this is 
how we work. What can we do with that, that's useful? How can we make it 
work?" You start thinking, "Well, what if we were to take a local heritage site, 
and what would we do with that if we were working from that perspective?" 
That's always a baseline thing in a way, although there are always pressures 
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away from that because of funding requirements and things like that. So 
that's an interesting dynamic.  

They also described their board as like ‘an alarm bell.’ There had been a lot 
of business to discuss, and there was pushback from trustees, who felt it 
had become too business-oriented with not enough community focus. The 
manager, however, did not perceive the business side of things as 
separate from community, as, for example, a building they were 
purchasing was an asset to support their empowerment work.  

There's definitely this dynamic in the board if they got uncomfortable if it 
feels it's getting too far away from a community. We're straight away 
looking at, "Why, right, how do we balance out the meetings and make sure 
that we're covering the important business but we're also keeping an eye on 
some of that really grassroots stuff that keeps some of the board members 
interested?" We've got an interested board and just got some really very 
savvy people on business and finance and things. They are really 
community-minded as well. Then some really local folk have been there for 
years, you bring that perspective. It's a great dynamic but then you've got 
to manage that a little bit just carefully to make sure everyone's getting the 
same. That's a good tension to have, I think.  

4. Board culture 
Some interviewees outlined a board culture that was largely unquestioned, 
highlighting the need to actively challenge what is seen as normal board 
behaviour or culture. 

There's kind of the safety, and not necessarily a healthy safety in the kind of 
professional structures that we have. "You're in the club, so of course, you 
made that decision. Of course, you do it like that because that's how you 
should do it, and we have always done it like that." No one's challenging 
that, or few people will be challenging that. We'd probably just perpetuate 
those cultures unless we'd have a real concerted effort not to.  

Trustees had a range of experiences on boards and in some cases 
described quite different cultures. Two community partners who had 
become trustees spoke about very different experiences as board 
members. One had come in very confidently, and talked about their role in 
terms of listening and contributing, and ‘looking at how things are and how 
we can change them.’ The other had taken some time to feel comfortable 
and able to be outspoken. Initially they didn’t feel the chair and other 
trustees ‘embrace me or allow me to just be me.’  When a new chair 
started ‘it felt like there was a whole new culture and new approach to 
working which felt quite empowering for me as a trustee.’ One trustee 
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suggested that there should be a support network for board members 
from diverse backgrounds. In contrast another trustee suggested that you 
could get away with saying the things that nobody else wants to say when 
enough of you matches. They noted that for them, it was probably their 
voice and education, but not a social match. ‘I don't move in those circles 
at all.’  

Trustees described very formal relationships between trustees and staff, as 
well as between the trustees themselves. A trustee of a very large museum 
said that they understood why the museum would keep the relationships 
with staff formal. They suggested as a trustee that it was hard to find the 
balance between ‘helping and meddling.’ This sense of distance though 
was not always seen positively. Trustees of small, less well-resourced 
organisations, talked about having to get involved with everything, 
including the local community, which they found more rewarding. Another 
trustee suggested that the way boards and the meetings are structured 
don’t allow for people to get to know each other on a personal level. There 
was a very strict agenda and meetings were very formal. They felt that this 
was fine, if everything was going smoothly, but it was difficult when issues 
emerged.  

Some interviewees talked about a lack of flexibility, both in terms of how 
decisions were made and around practical matters. One trustee was 
concerned that boards were not looking at different ways of making 
decisions. They suggested that you need space and for everyone’s voice 
to be heard for other options to emerge. They noted that, typically, the 
executive writes papers with a series of options, and the board chooses 
from these. ‘I wonder if there is a slightly better way.’  Another trustee 
spoke about the difficulty of getting to meetings as a working parent, and 
noted that before the pandemic, the organisation had been very rigid 
about always attending in person. This made it harder for those that 
cannot take time from work or who have caring responsibilities to fully 
contribute.  

5. Broader issues in charity governance 
Broader issues in relation to charity governance were raised, including 
issues around reinforcing hierarchy, a lack of democracy and the distance 
from beneficiaries. One director felt that the governance was not working 
in every museum that that they had been to and thought that ‘would be 
the same in most museums.’  One interviewee noted the difference 
between councillors and trustees, in that councillors are elected, 
highlighting that boards in themselves are not democratic.  
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There are great councillors, and there are not great councillors, but they are 
nevertheless situated within a democratic logic. … I'm deeply sceptical [that 
boards] are legitimate governance structures. I just think a certain type of 
person does it. Diversifying that type of person is very tricky because of the 
responsibilities that are held and the discourse that you have to get drawn 
into as a trustee.  

Even where boards were more diverse, it was felt that this would not 
necessarily lead to wider changes unless people were empowered to 
utilise different models of decision-making or more creative ways of 
working. There were a range of issues that needed to be addressed.  

Aspiration: Participation in 
governance and strategic  
decision-making 
The wide ranging and interconnected issues raised by interviewees clearly 
pointed to the need for systemic change. When asked about participation in 
governance and strategic decision-making, interviewees spoke about a 
number of actions and aspirations that were all interdependent. They all 
needed to be addressed to dissolve the sense of ‘us and them,’ and enable 
museums to be for everyone. One director spoke about the relationship 
between mass participation and the mainstreaming of museums, and race and 
culture issues. They insisted that ‘cultural diversity and representation cannot 
be solved separately without going through this fundamental ethical question 
of democratising and being representative.’ 

It is 100% part of that process, and it can't be solved separately. That's why all 
of the culture sectors' attempts to recruit representative people on the boards 
or onto the workforce or into visitors have failed because it's not a separate 
mission to the community engagement at the core mission... You will never get 
a Black audience or a Brown audience or Brown staff if all of your fundamental 
structures are not porous. …If we get it right, we wouldn't have a separate 
programme to recruit Black curators because we would be working so much as 
part of the community that the Black people of [the city] are in the museum 
running it, just as the White working-class people are, just as the young people 
are, just as everybody else is. 
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Aspirations 

a. Permanent 
Participation becomes a continuous element of the museum’s work. It 
leaves a lasting legacy whereby participatory or collaborative work 
changes the organisation.  

Our end game was always to change the museum, the way it works and 
thought, and its legacy.  

b. Strategic 
People are involved in the oversight and direction of museums. 
Participants help to determine the scope or work of projects and are part 
of decision-making across the whole organisation.  

It would be fairly unusual for us to do a display that didn't involve some 
form of community involvement of different groups. I think that the change 
is the move towards more involvement in policy and process.  

c. Embedded 
All staff need to be responsible for participation. It should be linked to 
core budgets, and part of everything that the museum does.  

I have this ambition that this way of working becomes a natural part of 
every team's work. It's grown from engagement, to curatorial, to historic 
properties, and then our governance, and hopefully it will spread.  

d. Powerful 
Museums have a diverse workforce and board. Communities are directly 
involved in leadership and governance, and power reflects the museums’ 
community.   

The best thing about leadership is you give it away, the best thing about 
power is that you give it away, and the best thing about your learning is that 
you give it away.  
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Emergent practice  
and future ambitions 

Interviewees detailed a wide range of practice, much of it emergent or new, 
that they saw as progressing participatory practice. They also spoke about 
their ambitions to involve people more in strategic decision-making and 
governance.  

1. Staff and board diversity  
An ambition or desire for a more diverse workforce was cited by nearly all 
interviewees. Many also spoke about wanting to see greater diversity on 
boards, where museums had this type of governance. One director linked 
this to a wider ‘process of opening up,’ that should change who works in 
the museum. Another director said that in five years’ time, they wanted the 
museum to be a very different organisation in terms of what the staff and 
trustees look like. One community partner said that in a ‘civic space that 
belongs to everybody’, the people should be diverse. Another hoped that 
an understanding of the real value of diversity, rather than being seen 
largely as a funding requirement, would lead to a more diverse workforces, 
and noted that people are no longer accepting of what they’ve always 
seen before. ‘I think they want things to be more reflective of where we 
are in contemporary society.’  

Staff diversity 
One director linked the diversity of staff with that of the audience.  

We have a whole strategy that's based around increasing the diversity of our 
audience. It's about increasing the diversity of our audience, but we 
absolutely acknowledge to do that you have to increase the diversity of your 
staff group and you have to do a whole range of internal things to make that 
happen.  

The museum had done a lot of work around their recruitment processes 
and had involved community partners and trustees in that work. The 
director also spoke about how staff were also part of the community and 
part of their audience, and they had been working on giving more direct 
lines between staff groups and the leadership team, and opportunities to 
comment on and be part of governance.  

Community partners talked about specific programmes that they were 
delivering with museums to diversify the workforce through traineeships, 
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for example for disabled people and young people from diverse 
backgrounds. One partner also noted the legitimacy in having diverse 
staff. ‘I love working with X museum. The reason is, it's not just, "Do we 
want to do co-production?" They have really tried to diversify their 
workforce right up to the director.’  

Lived experience/perspective based roles 
Some museums were also appointing staff specifically to bring a different 
perspective or lived experience. For example, one museum had appointed 
a new curator of Indigenous perspectives. It was recognised that the skills 
needed were different from those acquired through training as a curator. 
Their role would bring a different kind of approach and understanding, and 
apply that across the collections, as well as supporting curators to do this 
work.  

Part of our thinking around decolonising and then indigenising was saying, 
"Let's bring in new perspectives, let's bring in new expertise, but also, let's 
make this across the collections. This is about the structures. This is about 
the databases. This is about the systemic change that needs to happen as 
much as the relationships that get generated. … The role is actually mostly to 
support all of the curators at [X museum] to be open to doing this, even 
though they will also be generating and leading their own examples of what 
that might look like.  

Board diversity 
Some museums had brought more diversity on to their boards. 
Approaches to this included advertising specifically for people from 
diverse backgrounds, approaching people directly, and having a trustee 
position for a particular role, for example a volunteer. National museums 
had increased diversity on their boards through associate roles, and some 
organisations were interested in developing pathways to the board, for 
example for young people involved in their co-production work. There was 
also thinking about how boards could be open to new perspectives in 
other ways, for example by developing relationships with staff and 
communities. Interviewees also raised the issue that the limited numbers 
of people on a board meant then even if it was very diverse, it could never 
be completely representative. There would always need to be ways of 
bringing broader views and experiences into decision-making.  
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2. Flatter structures and new relationships  
I think that my recipe, if there is a recipe, is diverse workforce, number 
one. Dispersed decision making, number two.  

Flatter internal structures 
Respondents, and particularly directors, talked about creating flatter 
internal structures. One director noted that some organisations do great 
co-production work, but are not very democratic with staff. Another said 
that it was not just the community that needed to be more involved in 
decision-making, but also the people working in the museum. They noted 
that despite a small workforce, it was still like ‘us and them’ between the 
senior management team and the rest of the staff. It was suggested that 
even big museums could start doing some consensual work with teams, 
and several directors said that they had developed their new vision or 
strategy with the whole workforce. Another said that they had changed 
senior management meetings to include people based on the role that 
they had, rather than strictly on seniority.  

One large museum had introduced a Trello board for decision-making. This 
was primarily used by the senior leadership team, but was open to all staff, 
and anyone could look and comment. It was flatter and more transparent, 
and, the director hoped, inculcated a more open ‘mode of being.’  

You can look on the card, see what the issues are at the moment. It's like a 
to-do list, if you want, a collected to-do list, but an organised one, with your 
things that we could do, decisions pending, decisions made. On each trailer 
card, it's obviously where all the little debates happen and normally happen 
by email, like, "No, I don't agree with that," or "Yes, here's the budget. This is 
why this could work. This is why this couldn't work." Then you attach 
different people's names to those Trello's cards. Those names do not have 
to go all through line management processes, they go through who is 
relevant to this type of work.   

What also emerged in some cases was a discomfort about involving staff 
further in decision-making, when the workforce itself was not diverse. 
However, it was also noted that many of the people that museums seek to 
consult are actually working there, generally as cleaners, or security or 
front of house, and that they should be involved.  One director talked 
about setting up apprenticeship programmes everywhere that they had 
worked, and these apprentices were then part of the decision-making 
process.  
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New relationships 
Respondents also talked about developing structures and approaches that 
built new relationships between the staff and the board, between the 
board and the wider community, and between staff and community 
partners and participants. This often involved expanding and developing 
existing staff groups or community panels. Several organisations had 
brought trustees on to largely staff groups, particularly with a focus on 
inclusion. Some were thinking about how this could include community 
partners in the future. Referring to a staff group which looked at 
diversifying the organisation, one director noted that including a trustee 
had been transformational. One trustee said that relationships between the 
board and staff were kept quite formal, but that trustees did sit on 
steering groups for large projects, including participatory projects. They 
were also looking at expanding their board committees to include a group 
related to this subject, alongside the usual audit and risk committees. 
Another organisation had broadened the remit of a long-standing 
community panel, and had brought on trustee representation, alongside a 
co-chair model involving the director and a community member.  

Some smaller organisations had been using different models for some 
time. For example, one had working groups they called ‘creative clusters,’ 
which involved small teams of volunteers, staff, board members, and 
external partners. These groups focused on areas of work where progress 
was needed, or where there was no one person whose job it was to do it. 
These groups had a huge amount of autonomy, with anyone able to bring 
ideas and the group taking responsibility to implement their decisions.  

Relationships with governance 
One organisation had attempted to introduce another layer of governance. 
This was based on the co-operative model, or co-operative schools. This 
involved having governors (or in this case trustees), but also having a 
board above them that focused on mission, values, and behaviours, and 
not for example the usual financial and other responsibilities of boards. 
The new board was made up of people from the estates where the 
museum was based, and they were intended to hold the existing board to 
account around the mission, values, and behaviours. One funder was 
supportive of the initiative, while another was not, and the director moved 
on. The new board was not carried through, but this remained probably the 
strongest example of an alternative model of governance within an 
established museum.  

Another museum was working with young people to design a model for 
youth participation in governance. While the model was to be developed 
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by young people, the intention was to involve young people in the 
governance of the organisation as a whole. It was not limited to issues or 
programmes around youth engagement. It was suggested that this might 
also act as a pathway to appointing young trustees.  

One site that was part of a larger organisation, had been planning a new 
partnership model, as part of a wider programme to test different theories 
or propositions on how to be more representative of the community. The 
director described the plan as bringing in a community partner to be 
‘shoulder-to-shoulder’ when making strategic decisions, and decisions 
about employment and staffing, and how the property was used. The initial 
test would be for two years, and the community partner would be offered 
office space in the building.   

The test was all about, not having an output, but seeing how that journey 
felt. How that felt within the organisation to get us to the point that we were 
able to have strategic partners shoulder-to-shoulder with us, but also what 
that journey felt like. As managers of property, how it would feel for 
someone to say that we're spending too much money on conservation, or 
we're spending too much money on the signage when actually there's more 
valuable things. How it felt just to listen.  

They spoke about a longer term dream, involving each partner bringing on 
another, until the ‘voice and the representation of the [organisaton] is 
diminished, and the representation of the community becomes stronger.’  
The staff would become the junior partners, looking after the building, with 
the community deciding what happened within it.  

3. Staff support 
I have seen lots of people trying to be told, or colleagues trying to tell 
people what to do, and it doesn't affect any change, being told, "You're 
going to do this, we're going to do that." It has to, in my view, come from 
doing the practice then reflecting on it, but in a supported way.  

Workplace culture 
Some respondents talked about the importance and impact of a workplace 
culture that builds confidence and self-belief. This was relevant in both 
employing a more diverse workforce and supporting participatory work. 
Referring to one of the roles of the museum as an employer, a director 
said that it was ‘a place where people internally should be nourished and 
grow and allowed to be themselves.’  An academic spoke very highly of 
this same director, saying that he worked ‘people magic,’ activating 
‘everybody's belief in their own potential.’ ‘He just makes everyone feel 
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they have an enormous amount to contribute and then builds an 
organisation around it.’  

One trustee felt that organisations need to instil confidence in the people 
that work for them, saying we believe in you and this is how we believe in 
you. A staff member talked about working in a small organisation that was 
very supportive. They noted how they had done different things due to the 
encouragement of colleagues, and how this approach extended to 
volunteers, visitors, and participants, for example, in their ESOL classes. It 
was about focusing on what people are good at and their potential. A 
director also spoke about how the culture within an organisation influences 
its work with other people. ‘We're a community ourselves, and I think 
unless there's a genuine community feel in an organisation, that everybody 
feels a part of, then how can you connect to another community, if you 
can't do it internally first? I always start from the inside.’   

Staff confidence 
Staff confidence emerged as a major issue in developing stronger 
participation in museums. One director had actively set out to build the 
skills and confidence of curatorial staff in citizen curating. They wanted the 
public to have ‘real agency over what is delivered within the building and 
beyond the building as well,’ and recognised the need for staff 
development to achieve this. It started with a very simple project that 
involved a public conversation around 100 works in their collection. Staff 
gradually built confidence and trust, though retained reluctance to hand 
over curatorial control. The third project, however, created a real shift. This 
involved working with patients who had experienced Covid. One medic in 
particular had pushed the involvement of patients as supporting their 
recovery.  

That has had a massive impact on staff within the organisation to really see 
the power of the impact of people being actively engaged in making the 
choices at a time where they're incredibly vulnerable and have little power 
themselves because of where they are. That for some was a real light bulb 
moment. I can see that many of the curators are down the route with that 
now and working with trust in a far more confident way and they're not 
worried about what the results will bring. They're in a position now where 
they're learning to trust that, and through those collaborative conversations, 
whether they be with the staff, whether they be with patients, whether they 
be with the relatives, also having conversations with those who've 
experienced bereavement through COVID, that's been a real game-changer.  
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Critical and reflective approach 
Similarly, another director said that they wanted to begin by fundamentally 
empowering staff, to ‘develop and learn and challenge themselves 
personally and professionally so that they would be equipped to make a 
culture change.’  This would come before changing policies and processes, 
to avoid putting a ‘nice aspiration’ into strategy, that nobody knows how 
to implement. The organisation was developing a social justice curriculum, 
looking at how to be anti-racist and anti-ableist within your work. This was 
aimed at all staff and would help them to understand how to change the 
way they work. The organisation was supporting a critical and reflective 
approach. ‘That's one major change I've seen, is that willingness to engage 
with those questions about, what does it mean to be working within the 
museum? What does it feel like to be outside the museum, and what can 
we do then to bridge that gap?’  

Emotional aspects 
Respondents also acknowledged the emotional aspects of participatory 
work. This was raised in terms of working with people, for example with 
mental health or substance misuse issues. One community partner noted 
the need for museum staff to have appropriate training and to keep up 
with what's happening outside in terms of working in a trauma-informed or 
a therapeutic way. A director spoke about the impact of staff on working 
with refugees, when participants lives are very difficult.  ‘There's an 
emotional aspect and the reality is, we will never in our careers, achieve 
what we want to in our own heads. Coming to terms with that's quite 
difficult, because we want the museum to be different.’  

The emotional side of this work also emerged in relation to the potential 
for challenge and conflict between the museum and community partners, 
and between community groups themselves. An academic noted that 
museums need to be open to conflict as ‘part and parcel of any 
democratic working’. Others suggested that it was impossible not to make 
mistakes, and that museums needed to be able to say that they got 
something wrong, and for staff to know that it is not personal. One 
director talked about taking a team through a ‘personally and 
professionally bruising experience’ and the importance of supporting 
people to keep ‘feeling like stretching and learning.’ They noted that being 
a bit ‘uncomfortable’ was an important part of some ‘significant and 
worthwhile’ projects. Part of the leader’s role was to take the risk, and 
ultimately the blame. Emotional labour also emerged in terms of the 
burden on staff and freelancers having to negotiate between the 
institution and their desire to represent marginalised voices. One director 
was planning a new way of working with community partners in making 
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strategic decisions about the purpose and running of the site. They 
intended to document the experiences of staff involved, to capture the 
emotion, as well as the hard data.  

4. Whole organisation/whole experience 

From co-curating content to co-curating the experience 
Some interviewees talked about broadening their co-production from the 
exhibition, display, or interpretation to wider elements of the visitor 
experience. One director noted that the change that they were looking to 
make was co-curating the whole experience, rather than the just the 
content. This would involve communities in decisions about architecture, 
structure, and space more generally.   

Not just about telling a story within a display, or working out what objects 
go in or talking about an event, some of those kind of things, but actually, 
how will the space feel? Will we commission artists to produce works for the 
space? What would that look like structurally? How does that work in terms 
of how much space will we give to the shop and how much will go to the 
cafe? How much will go to X, Y, Z? We're trying to broaden that out, to say 
that the conversation isn't about content, but it's about experience.  

Similarly, another capital redevelopment involved co-curation across the 
whole project. A collective, including around 40 people at any one time, 
were co-curating the content, programming, learning opportunities and 
design. The whole collective was invited to join the recruitment process for 
the designers.  

We had a screen of 48 people joining us that day, and the six designers 
presented. The two questions we asked at the end of the presentations was, 
"Who did the best presentation, and who would you most like to work with?" 
There were two different answers, and we went with the one who you'd 
most like to work with.  

The whole visitor experience 
The importance of the whole visitor experience also emerged in relation to 
the fact that a new co-curated gallery or exhibition can never be 
experienced in isolation. Audiences also encounter, for example, the 
entrance, staff, shop stock, and other galleries and displays. One museum 
was looking at ‘how to engage with the impacts our collections have on 
people in different ways and recognise those impacts.’ The aim was to 
support people to navigate the different elements of the museum’s offer 
in a way that made sense for them. Part of this was recognising that 
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people could have an accessible experience in one co-curated gallery and 
be confronted by the ‘colonial violence implicit in the objects’ in another 
gallery not yet updated without acknowledgment or warning.  

The dislocation that causes people, we know from anecdotal visitor 
feedback that that can be incredibly upsetting, make people not want to 
come back, kind of a real surprise. The piece of work I want to do is actually 
to do some research, some user experience research with people who have 
encountered our collections in different ways. Be that a casual visitor or in-
depth research or somebody who does a lot of work using our digital 
collections or collaborators actually as well who work with us on projects. To 
try and dig into what it can feel like to work with our collections, and what 
are the ways in which our collections can be dislocating or distressing, and 
what are the ways that we can actually then start to put in place to support 
visitors in whatever way they engage with the collections. Enable people to 
feel at least that they have some control, they're not just randomly being 
faced by a thing in a case or something on screen and nobody cares.  

Part of this work also involved supporting staff. They were thinking about 
how staff can talk to the public about the displays and understand why 
someone might have a reaction to the collections and how to have a 
conversation about this. They noted that some staff, really understood the 
impact that the objects could have, while others had a ‘less visceral’ 
understanding of what collections could mean to people.  

A wider understanding of peoples’ experiences also emerged in a very 
different way from formative consultation about an area of a city. This 
initiative involved looking at the perspective of people experiencing the 
museum as part of a wider place, and how this related to the outside. This 
work had a huge impact on the museum’s redevelopment plans and led to 
a very different approach that paid attention to how people used the 
space around the museum as well as what happened inside.  

It really showed what the real potential was in thinking of this as a place. It's 
a museum within a place. If you think of it from the place inwards rather 
than the museum outwards, actually really great things can happen, and are 
in the master plan as a result.   

Involving every part of the museum 
An emphasis on the whole organisation also emerged in relation to all 
museum teams or functions. Some museum directors and staff spoke 
about everyone being responsible for this work as an ambition. Some 
noted that participation had largely been the responsibility of learning and 
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engagement teams, while others said that it had been written into a wide 
range of job titles and work plans, in some cases, for many years.  

It's in everybody's work plans, a commitment to being inclusive and open is 
there. I have said to everyone, "We shouldn't be doing anything, not a thing 
on our own, ever." I can think of few examples where that's the case 
actually, so it's trying to embed it as a culture rather than a sort of catch-all 
slightly at the end of the process.  

Another director noted that participation was not in job descriptions, but 
rather was aligned to the ‘values and ethos of what we do and how we do 
it.’   

Others suggested that there needed to be a stronger understanding and 
engagement throughout the organisation. For example, one director said 
that there was a clear and consistent understanding amongst staff around 
cultural democracy. This, however, did not reach front of house staff, who 
are the interface ‘on a regular basis with the people that we're talking 
about.’ One external partner talked about pushing their team of 
participants, in this case disabled people, into other spheres of the 
organisation. They had run workshops and sessions with shop managers, 
front of house teams and public programming teams. They wanted to ‘use 
the learning within the project to influence the broader systems and 
structures’ of the museum.   

Communications and marketing, in particular, were reported as quite 
distant from participatory work. People variously suggested that these 
teams were not speaking effectively to communities and new audiences, 
that they were only engaged in participatory projects at the last minute, 
and were one of the least co-curated parts of the museum. An external 
partner described it as a common pitfall for communications and 
marketing teams to be divorced from co-production. They described 
working with the marketing team at one museum. ‘We got them in, they 
were a brilliant team, but they said, "Oh my God, we're going to go off and 
do more thinking and research about how we promote and market that 
because it has to be aligned."  The challenge here is to think about ‘where, 
and how, and why that process could happen in different parts of the 
museum.’  

One director said that they had thought about everything from ‘running 
the café to operating a venue,’ as being in collaboration with the people 
that they work with. They noted though that they were not a museum of a 
particular local area, so it was not about ‘building community connections 
as you would in a community centre.’ They were interested in how a city 
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centre located museum with a subject matter that was not place based, 
could ‘build those links and become integrated.’   

Involving people in decisions at every level 
People also spoke about wanting to see people involved in decision-
making at every level. This included the types of decisions that are often 
made before people are involved in participatory projects. One director 
wanted to shift the way that the collections team worked, to involve 
people in decisions about what they would work on.  

We need to develop relationships with groups of interest to begin with 
because we don't have a strong track record I would say in those kinds of 
relationships, and see what people are interested in working on with us. Then 
make those decisions together with these partners in terms of, "Okay, which 
collections are we going to now decide in the next five years are going to be 
the ones that we're going to really work on, promote and make accessible, 
and how are we going to describe it, what language would we use, what are 
the different ways that we can actually create knowledge about these 
collections?" I would really like to get people involved in decision-making 
from before we make decisions, if you know what I mean.  

A community partner felt that people should be involved in developing 
museums’ objectives. They suggested that there could be a sub-
committee with people brought in to help the museum determine 
objectives around their aims, ‘make it as co-produced as you possibly can.’ 
However, the partner went on to say that if museums were to be fully co-
produced, they also needed to invite marginalised people on to their 
boards.  

One director made a connection between the work of community 
volunteers and the wider running and impact of an organisation. In a 
museum they had worked at previously, volunteers received a quarterly 
report that included the museum’s bank statement, as well as what had 
been delivered around the community.  

They were the shareholders, genuinely like a co-op. They had a genuine 
share in the success of that organisation, not just that they understood the 
engagement side, but also the financial side, both connected, and the 
trustees they can't see that.  
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5. More open approach  

Flexibility 
Flexibility and openness were repeatedly posited as a conversation or 
dialogue. This flexibility emerged in terms of the space and how museum’s 
work, as well as the planning and development of projects and initiatives in 
museums and heritage more broadly. People spoke about an offer or 
approach that could be adjusted or change over time, driven by or in 
response to audiences and communities. One community partner noted 
that although collections were core to museums and would ‘always be 
there,’ that the local communities were constantly changing, and what they 
wanted and needed were also always changing.  Others talked about 
responding to everyday feedback and ideas.  

A museum director pointed out that most museums have a huge array of 
feedback mechanisms but could think of very few that actually did 
anything with the feedback received.  Museums rarely let people know 
what had or hadn’t changed as a result of their input. ‘It's like we kid 
ourselves that we want these conversations with visitors, but we don't do 
them and ourselves the justice of keeping the conversation going and 
following through.’  They were thinking about how the museum could 
change in response to visitors. Another director talked about having a 
constant dialogue with people and making constant small shifts so that 
problems did not arise again. They described this as a process of shifting 
one degree each day, that applied to how the museum worked with 
visitors, volunteers, communities, staff, and trustees. This was also seen to 
change people’s expectations of the museum, where they would no longer 
expect ‘the mediocre.’   

Flexibility in relation to space was particularly relevant to permanent 
galleries. Noting the reliance on temporary programming for participatory 
work, one museum had been looking at how they could apply the related 
learning, ethos, and way of working to a permanent space. They wanted to 
develop something that could be more continuously shaped by people, 
that wasn’t, "Right, this is what we did 20 years ago with a group of people 
back then, and we're stuck with it now."  Similarly, another director had 
been thinking about labels. They noted the strangeness of spending hours 
crafting labels, that were then put up and that was the end of it, whereas it 
should ‘just be the beginning of the conversation.’ They had thought about 
different options from an editorial policy that involved rejigging 
interpretation through to the potential for people to scribble their 
responses in the space. The museum had also committed to rotating 
content in the gallery it was developing. People also talked about being 
responsive in terms of addressing subjects that were important to 
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communities and audiences in a timely way, and not having everything set 
so far in advance that, for example, the content was dated before a new 
gallery was even launched. One trustee noted that delivering a different 
kind of context would require the museum ‘snapping out of its usual 
conventional delivery.’  

A flexible approach was also raised in relation to the development and 
delivery of projects and initiatives. One interviewee talked about a 
different way, that doesn’t start with a plan but rather an open 
conversation that is working towards an open brief. Another noted that 
building trust and relationships with communities was squeezed into the 
very early stages of most capital projects to evidence relevance, and that 
the community is then forgotten throughout the delivery and revisited 
briefly at the end. They wanted to see projects that blurred development 
and delivery, focused on relationships throughout, and allowed for 
unintended or very different outcomes than might have been envisaged. A 
community partner working with young people, suggested that what was 
important was what mattered most to the participants in that moment. 
They described their project as a dialogue, a ‘constant back and forth,’ 
where there is respect, but no clear endpoint and an emphasis on 
responding to what people actually care about now.  

Thinking in public 
Museum directors contrasted thinking in public with a typical process of 
presenting only the final product. They spoke about breaking away from 
the idea that curators have the answers, being okay with not having the 
answers and being comfortable with a multiplicity of answers. One noted 
the expectation ‘to somehow go away and get the answers and only 
emerge and show yourself when you've got them’. Another asked ‘what if 
we shared an idea before we actually felt ready to share it, what would that 
mean? Does that mean we've failed, does that mean we will be thought of 
any less?’ They suggested that their processes don't encourage thinking in 
public because ‘we like things to look finished and complete.’ ‘You put on 
your exhibition, then the people visit, and it's done.’  In contrast, one 
museum was praised for rethinking an entire gallery and doing it all in 
public. For one director, ‘showing your working out before it’s finished,’ led 
to different people and ideas, ‘different energies coming at you.’   

A few examples of thinking in public emerged. One museum had created a 
podcast of conversations with people external to the museum that echoed 
the kinds of conversations that they were having internally. Another 
museum had worked with a community partner and opened up a wider 
conversation to look at how to display the portrait of a public figure 
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involved in slavery and tried for a particular act of violence. A trustee 
highlighted the importance of having communicated their approach, and 
the wider social media presence around this conversation. ‘It wasn't just 
done behind closed doors.’  Future plans included creating physical and 
digital spaces for brainstorming, that people could contribute to, alongside 
working with paid participants. Part of this involved being open about the 
nature of the problem and the fact that the museum did not know what to 
do from the very beginning. Some interviewees also spoke more broadly 
about the need to own the messiness of a more open process. One 
highlighted the importance of museums being more open throughout an 
entire piece of work, with the participation starting earlier and going 
longer. They noted that people could be consulted at a particular stage 
and then the doors close again and what comes out the other side might 
bear little resemblance to what you thought was achieved. 

Out of the building  
People talked about getting out of the museum building. This emerged in 
relation to collections, staff, and trustees. One director talked about 
museums having a veneer of inclusion, where things were on the 
museum’s terms, and noted that this would probably always be the case ‘if 
you are rooted in one building that is essentially about people coming to 
you.’ Community partners also noted the expectation for people to come 
to the museum and suggested instead that museums go to communities 
and build new relationships. One felt that museums should have a 
presence within neighbourhoods, in less intimidating buildings, and 
engage in a two-way, rather than one-way street. This would signal an 
attitude change. "We're going to come to you. You don't have to come to 
us."  Some interviewees also linked a need to get out of the building with 
the physical location of the museum. This was especially the case where 
there was geographic distance or challenges in travelling to museum sites 
for the communities that the museum was meant to serve.  

Some directors spoke specifically about taking collections out of the 
building. One thought it would feel very different if collections could go 
out and find new meaning and relevance.  They had asked staff, visitors, 
and partners to think about where collections would go if they were 
liberated and had recorded ideas of where objects could be situated and 
the relationships that they could then build. Another museum was 
exploring initiatives and partnerships to take collections to different places 
and settings. Alongside this they had noted a need to be less risk averse 
with collections. Another museum again was imagining how the museum 
would work if it was being made from scratch. One option, described as 
‘radically deconstructed and distributed’, could be everything from ‘pop-
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up spaces in supermarkets to performances and festivals to 
collaborations.’  It could be partly a city centre building, but this would be 
no more privileged than parts of the museum in other buildings, such as a 
hospital or prison.  

Interviewees also noted the change in emphasis from the city centre to 
outer areas and neighbourhoods during the pandemic. A museum with a 
number of sites was thinking about how to invert or balance the status 
between the city centre location, previously ‘the crown jewels,’ and the 
lower status, local museums in outer boroughs. They were also thinking 
about how to break out of these local sites as well. One community partner 
and trustee also posited that museum teams needed to get out into local 
neighbourhoods to develop a better understanding of the communities in 
their area. For example, it was not enough for the board to hear from a few 
trustees about the nature of the city’s communities, they needed to be 
able to see and feel it for themselves. They suggested holding each board 
meeting in a different neighbourhood. 

Broader understanding of heritage 
People called for a broader understanding of culture and heritage. Many 
interviewees talked about everyone having culture and heritage. They 
noted the absurdity of certain places being labelled cultural cold spots 
because residents didn’t visit museums, or the problem of museums 
defining what is perceived as important and what is seen as culture. One 
community partner situated in a disadvantaged area talked about the 
difference between people coming to visit and consume culture and 
owning and creating it themselves.  

People in communities like this tend to be people who consume it, and 
aren't really encouraged to make it, or the things they do make aren't really 
valued, or they can't even afford to consume it anyways, or it's so far 
removed from them that they can't get to it as a consumer. Engaging in 
culture becomes a bit of an elitist-- when, really, culture is everywhere.   

They emphasised the importance of place and the culture that is unique to 
place and the people who live in those places. It was difficult to reconnect 
to places and people if you were based in a big building in a city centre. 
This would always involve a kind of tourism. 

An academic described heritage as living and dynamic, as ‘about meaning-
making.’  This linked to ideas about place-making, whereby places are 
‘made by people through everyday action, as well as through public 
intervention,’ for example in infrastructure or formal planning processes.  
Cultural heritage practices were perceived broadly, from a history of 
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protest to skate-boarding, and the heritage of the area included fishing as 
much as it might include a building or an object in the museum. The 
tendency to apply narrow definitions of heritage was also tied to limited 
conceptions of governance. ‘The narrowness of heritage, the narrowness 
of the future, the narrowness of concepts of decision, the narrowness of 
governance, they're all aligned concepts. They've all been set up to 
support each other.’  Changing how heritage is understood could open up 
new forms of governance and decision-making in everyday practices. For 
museums, this would involve a shift in focus from preserving collections 
for future generations, enabling decision-making that is not necessarily 
centred on preservation.  

Interviewees also talked about looking at collections differently. A 
community partner felt that dealing with the ‘subjectivity of history’ was 
the ‘most radical thing that a museum of the future’ could do.  They spoke 
about looking at the intangible heritage and stories, rather than focusing 
on the object. ‘It can take you back to objects, but it's not the starting 
point and it's not the ending point.’  Museums should try to access the 
‘feelings around the historic periods’ related to the objects and share the 
missing narratives. A museum director described their new vision as 
‘working together with communities and cultural heritage,’ and not just 
about working with collections. This recognised that people have objects, 
memories, and stories to share. This all-encompassing approach 
represented ‘quite a shift’ for staff. Another director said that their work 
needed to involve some collections, but didn’t need to be all about the 
museum’s acquired collection. It could be about the collections people 
have in their homes or shops or in public spaces. ‘Those ultimately are your 
culture.’  

6. Models of participation  

Open and targeted 
Interviewees talked about who was involved in co-production and 
participatory decision-making, and how this could be shifted. Ideas about 
who should be involved also impacted on the models of participation that 
museums used or sought to use in the future. One of the points that 
emerged was the contrast or choice between open, or as one director put 
it, population level participation, and targeted participation. A targeted 
approach was perceived as a more traditional way of running community 
projects and accounted for most examples of co-production. It was also 
recognised as important to work with the community whose heritage or 
experience would be reflected, for example, in an exhibition or display. An 
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academic partner described sometimes using a highly targeted approach 
to recruiting participants, hand-picking people from a ‘politically coherent 
community’ who operated at a high-level of focus in relation to the 
subject. This maximised change in what could be one-off opportunities to 
address the way a museum or heritage site represented people around a 
particular issue or community.   

Some museums were looking at how they could introduce an open 
approach and talked about mass participation and participation on a mass 
scale, alongside targeted work. For some, this linked to ideas around 
democracy, or cultural democracy. One director suggested that a mass 
scale could be reached via working with community groups of interest, 
geography, and identity. ‘You create the confidence within those groups, 
don't you? That's where we are and we're working with more groups than 
we ever have done before.’  Two interviewees talked about their 
experience of delivering work through an open approach, and the benefits 
and limitations of mass participation. An academic partner spoke about the 
‘All-in’ philosophy of a colleague, drawing in as much participation as 
possible. ‘It's based on open doors, people coming in and out of the 
project in different ways, contributing at levels they feel comfortable with, 
but it's also absolutely collapsing of hierarchy.’  They described being on 
working groups with a property director, a volunteer, community member, 
curator, and someone from the shop. The benefits identified involved 
‘pulling in’ lots of different experiences and perspectives, but also ‘pushing 
out’ to build a broad awareness and appetite for change across the 
organisation. Over 400 people were involved in the project, at all levels of 
the structure, over a year and a half, achieving ‘a sea change in the way 
that property would think about its story and the experience it offers to 
visitors.’  In this case the approach was central to achieving organisational 
change.  

In relation to a different project, a museum director talked about taking an 
open, population-level approach to the capital development of a museum, 
and the limitations involved in terms of creating change. They noted that a 
high volume of people had been involved in genuine participation, but 
their input reflected the ‘concerns and interests of the population at large.’  
Decolonisation, repatriation, climate change, the exploitation of the natural 
world, and other current agendas in museums had not emerged through 
this process. They described these issues as ‘pretty niche to the population 
at large, but really important for organisations to address,’ and noted that 
their work that took a more targeted, or directive approach to co-
production had resulted in new perspectives and a broader way of 
interpreting the collection.  While this targeted approach was more like 
community work happening in museums for the last 25 years, a very open 
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participatory approach could lead to museums ‘trimming to societal 
norms’ that aren’t creative.  While intending to continue population-level 
participation, they were not sure that the population level participation 
would ‘have as much influence on policy’ or ‘be as much a policy driver’ as 
the issues that would be picked up through their inclusion group involving 
staff and trustees.  

Children and young people 
In terms of who museums work with, many interviewees talked about 
participatory projects with children and young people. Museum workers 
and community partners highlighted the powerful nature of some of the 
work developed by young people, which some linked to the influence or 
autonomy museums gave young participants. One interviewee referred to 
how young people had responded to Black Lives Matter as ‘refreshing and 
powerful,’ decentring whiteness, and traditional forms of knowledge and 
expertise, in the museum. ‘This is about South Asian, black youth speaking 
to each other in the museum about heritage, and white youth and the 
people from different communities can learn something from that.’ Young 
people had determined what was relevant to them, and how they wanted 
to express it. The museum had to learn from that, or it was felt that young 
people would not want to participate in this space. A community partner 
emphasised the importance of enabling young people’s ideas. This 
involved being open from the start, rather than inviting input on a project 
where decisions had already been made. Their museum partner had set 
parameters mainly around relevance to the site (it couldn’t be content that 
could just be anywhere), and practicalities, though they had worked with 
participants to resolve any practical issues. The only real changes 
suggested by the museum had served to strengthen young people’s ideas 
and the content they created.  

An academic noted interesting, evolving work with children, and museum 
directors also expressed an interest in participatory practice and decision-
making with children. Children’s Museology was building on children’s 
rights movements in relation to wider society, and looking at the role of 
children in museums beyond education teams. This work was looking at 
how to empower children as citizens and ‘treat them as active agents to 
shape the museum.’  A child-led approach on a project about slavery and 
colonialism had also been effective in making change happen. The children 
had been actively engaged, not just with history, but also volunteers and 
staff at heritage sites, and were described as a ‘blocker remover.’ The 
children ‘can get away with a lot when they start to talk to organisations 
about what they'd like to see and do because people want to listen when 
you are exposed to it directly.’  One director talked about co-production 
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work with children aged eight and under, on a capital project, suggesting 
that it further democratised their work and helped them to secure funding 
for the project. Another director wanted to work with eight-year-olds to 
reimagine their work around climate and ecological emergency. They had 
been thinking about where great ideas come from, and wanted to do 
justice to the radicalism of children’s ideas. 

Equality between staff and participants 
Some interviewees talked about models of participation or collaboration 
that enabled, or even rested on, equality between museum staff and 
community participants and partners. An academic used the concept of 
the trading zone, a theory used in science and sustainability. This brings 
together different forms of expertise, including lived and professional 
experience, in a non-hierarchical way that enables mutual learning. They 
noted that museums would often delegate responsibility to the 
participants, especially around a contested subject, and let them create 
something typically temporary. This resulted in change within a project, 
but not the organisation. The trading zone is the opposite of delegation, 
ensuring that ‘museum people with power’ stay at the table.  

In some ways, it's a bit unfashionable because there's a tendency to think, 
how far can we go along that spectrum of handing over power to people? 
Let go of the museum power? Our model is very much based on that, but 
not on a linear spectrum, where more power to you is less power to me. It's 
absolutely insisting on this exchange process. That's really because although 
we wanted great new narratives to be created, our end game was always to 
change the museum, the way it works and thought, and its legacy.  

One museum had created a human-centred design model, that was used in 
many activities, from new exhibitions and galleries to commercial events, 
learning programmes, and family activities. This process would also involve 
a range of people and expertise, including staff in all roles, volunteers and 
community members, with everyone in the same room, having an equal 
voice. The process would begin with ideation sessions, and used empathy 
maps, and other exercises, drawing on audience research and putting 
themselves in the shoes of visitors.  

Another point that emerged repeatedly in relation to lived and professional 
expertise was the payment of all experts, whether they bring ‘community 
and lived experience,’ or are ‘key professionals.’ Many museums stressed 
the need to pay participants, and this was also seen as an important 
element of valuing lived experience and collapsing boundaries. It was also 
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suggested that participants should receive more recognition. ‘Community 
co-producers should be winning the awards.’ 

Formative consultation and deliberative processes 
Museum directors across a range of organisations, expressed a broad 
interest in deliberative processes. Some directors talked about introducing 
forums or participatory democracy models to bring different voices into 
the museum, although all framed this in different ways. One thought that 
museums have an ‘important role to play within a deliberative democratic 
framework,’ becoming places for deliberation, for example, with people’s 
assemblies. ‘My kind of thinking has gone more in that direction, which is 
less directly democratic and directly participative, but probably plays to 
the assets of the organisations and is more useful.’  Another was thinking 
about deliberative democracy and tools like citizen’s juries to involve a 
more representative range of people, including those who were 
disinterested in museums. Co-curation generally worked with activists and 
small groups of people who invested a huge amount of time in the 
process. ‘You get this disproportionate like, "If you're willing to put the 
time in, then you can shape things here.”  They also questioned whether 
the people working in culture reflected the political views or positions of 
the local population. Citizen’s juries would allow the museum to think in a 
more political way, recognise that culture is political, and be more 
representative. ‘Why do we not use the language of politics and literal 
democracy more and the techniques of that more in the work that we do 
in culture? We have counsellors on our board of trustees, we are part of 
the political machinery of the city.’  One museum had worked with a 
community partner to determine its approach to a portrait of someone 
involved in the slave trade. The process involved advice from the partner, 
but also opened the discussion to others with elements of deliberation.  

A few interviewees talked about beginning their project or work with an 
open conversation. This consultation started with broad questions about 
what people want, rather than asking people what they think about plans 
or priorities that had already been formed. In an informal example, one 
museum invited over 100 community members and partners for dinner in a 
restaurant where they asked what they wanted of a redevelopment. 
Another museum had taken part in a more formal process of formative 
consultation around place making covering the wider area in which the 
museum was situated. Those leading the wider project framed this work as 
deliberative. It did, however, differ from methods such as sortition or mini 
publics, in that it was not working with a small group of people who had 
been asked to stand in for everyone else. This process was not 
representative, and could involve large numbers of people. It did not take 
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people out of everyday life, but rather talked to people where they were. 
It was also described as spreading throughout the whole system, including 
formal decision-making processes.            

Taking part in this wider formative consultation had led the museum to see 
itself as part of a bigger area. This had changed the ‘boundaries of the 
problem’ from how to get people to visit the museum to how to draw 
people to the whole of the area, which in turn would lead to more people 
visiting the museum.  The consultation had led to a very different approach 
to capital works, with an architectural brief which would remove a part of 
the building to give public access to green space and show part of the 
ruins which existed on the site. A partner noted that ‘if you'd only thought 
about it from the museum's perspective, you probably wouldn't have come 
up with any of those ideas.’ The museum had responded to what people 
wanted to do in the area and what they wanted to understand about the 
area’s heritage. The master plan was then substantially influenced by the 
formative consultation.   

Community led 
While many interviewees spoke about a collaborative approach with a 
more equal say between museum staff and participants or diversifying 
existing structures, some interviewees were interested in more 
fundamental shifts in power and responsibility. For one community 
organisation it was about what the community wanted. They tried to be 
very flexible in terms of the ongoing or future management of groups and 
projects that they had built up. Some groups had become independent, 
running themselves or even separating and becoming charities in their 
own right, while others wanted more continuous support. They looked at 
the future of the heritage project and centre that they were developing in 
the same way.  

In a way, we're always flexible, on what that ends up looking like. You could 
have a break-off organisation and that's quite possible. You could create a 
new charity, or we might decide together that actually it's probably more 
beneficial to keep it part of [us]. I think part of what allows you to be 
creative is having all of these things open for discussion, right?  

This flexibility was combined with an interest in people’s agency and 
ownership of their own heritage. The community organisation operated 
within an asset based community development approach, focusing on the 
strengths that people bring, and co-production was central to their 
heritage work. They also questioned the model whereby heritage 
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organisations and sites ‘hold our heritage and our culture for us to come 
and observe.’  

A few people from heritage organisations or backgrounds also had 
ambitions or ideas for a more community led approach. This included the 
site that planned to share decision-making with a community partner, and 
slowly include more partners, with the community influence growing and 
that of staff tailing off until their main role was just to look after the 
building. A few museums planned to host community organisations within 
their building and work with them as partners. Another example included a 
consultant and former museum employee who wanted to ‘invert’ or 
‘upend’ how heritage is funded to enable communities to make the 
decisions. Community or cultural groups would be funded directly, with 
museums as facilitators. The museums’ space, galleries, exhibition cases, 
collections, and expertise, were all described as resources that community 
groups should have access to, ‘to express themselves in a way that they 
feel 100% comfortable about.’ The consultant felt that a white, middle-
class version of histories and cultures was constantly reproduced because 
museums set the standards, and museums needed to cede ‘unilateral 
editorial control over what the community groups want to say and how 
they want to say it.’  Sincerity would come through when museums listen 
and respond and action what communities want, rather than telling people 
how they can participate ‘because decisions have already made by people 
you're never going to meet.’ The consultant predicted that if museums 
didn’t change and allow communities to take more control, people would 
drift away and set up their own ‘heritage hubs’ that don’t need a 
‘grandiose neoclassical or neo-gothic building in the city centre or town.’  
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Change Process 

Barriers and enablers 
Many barriers could also be enablers in different ways or in different 
circumstances.  

External barriers and enablers  

1. Parent bodies – being part of a larger organisation 
Some of the museums and heritage sites were part of a larger body, where 
the governance sat within a parent organisation. Interviewees described 
both barriers and enablers associated with being a part of a wider body. 
Much of this was dependent on the parent organisation. For example, 
people had different experiences of Local Authorities and this could have 
an impact on the museum and its participation work. As the director of one 
Local Authority museum put it, ‘I think historically, the type of Council 
we've had has really structured the type of museum that we are.’  Another 
interviewee noted that if the museum they had worked in wanted to be 
more radical, nobody within the council or their governance was going to 
stop them, but resourcing issues got in the way. ‘The politicians were up 
for it, the board was up for it, but like a lot of museums, they're mainly 
preoccupied with surviving cuts.’  

Many noted a tension in their relationship with the wider organisation and 
leadership, which one interviewee described as a ‘double bind’. On the one 
hand, they had an ‘amazing platform’ to share practice within the 
organisation and were elevated for participation work. At other times, the 
organisation seemed less comfortable, and more risk averse. They said 
that there could be a huge amount of emotional labour and positioning 
and contradictory messaging that could be difficult, especially for external 
partners and people new to the organisation. For a university museum, 
there was an upside in the level of autonomy given in the ‘spirit of 
academic freedom,’ with a downside of receiving limited practical support.  

One of the main benefits involved the buy-in, support and recognition 
received from the larger organisation, as well as a broader strategic 
context for change. This was evident in relation to furthering knowledge, 
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including in a global context, and an emphasis on lived experience, ethics, 
and innovation. In some cases, the museum or site was seen to 
demonstrate the wider organisations’ values or best practice. One 
university museum found immediate support for their repatriation plans.  

The response from the board was "Oh, yes. This is what a university of the 
future does, this is really straightforward." It was absolutely unanimous, right 
across the piece. I think it's because also, they're a global board, so they're 
thinking bigger than one institution. … They're interested in furthering 
knowledge for the world.  

Barriers included hierarchies, and the slowness and complexity of decision-
making and other processes in large organisations, which could result in 
delays and increased costs. One community partner also noted the lack of 
freedom in creating more inclusive recruitment processes in museums tied 
to bigger structures, such as local authorities and universities. Some 
interviewees also spoke about the pressure of demonstrating their value to 
the parent body, or gaining investment for participation from their wider 
organisation.  

2. Politics 
Museums sit within broader power structures, including funders, local 
authorities, and national governments. As one interviewee noted, ‘they are 
then inheriting and having to work with, whatever that politics is, or the 
mix of politics.’ Some found attempts to be flexible, transparent, and 
empower communities within this ‘weighted structure’ very challenging. 
Others found political influences strengthened participation, while for 
some it brought both barriers and enablers.  Political structures and 
agendas impacted on participation in museums in three, often 
interconnected, ways. Firstly, governance was influenced by political 
parties and processes. Most directly, this occurred through public 
appointments and positions allocated to local parties or councillors. 
Secondly, government policy and actions could set expectations and 
practice in public involvement, influencing museums. Thirdly, government 
policy could overlap with the subject matter and perspectives museums 
explored. This was raised specifically in relation to controversy around 
statues linked to slavery. Some country and local governments supported 
community involvement in determining how the past is portrayed and who 
is commemorated, for example through public consultations. There were 
however concerns raised, for sites in England, around threats to editorial 
independence and integrity, which also limited the ability of museums to 
follow community wishes.   
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Some interviewees felt that political pressure had impacted on 
relationships between museums and communities and undermined 
opportunities for participatory decision-making and co-production. 
Government policy and expectations could take agency away from 
communities. ‘If I am wanting to give more agency to some of our 
community forums or start to look at more radical ways about bringing 
that voice in, I'm doing that knowing that there's only a point to which I 
can empower that group.’ Referring to the culture wars, a community 
partner also noted an uneven landscape in the types of organisations with 
the greatest opportunity for collaborative working. They felt that the 
potential to influence national DCMS-funded museums in England was 
‘very much constrained by that political clamp’ and thought we would see 
more progress in smaller independent museums around workforce and 
audience diversity, object provenance, and other big subjects.   

Interviewees highlighted internal tensions associated with the 
government’s stance, including self- censorship and a clash between 
pragmatism and values. One noted that there is danger of self-censorship 
in the ‘face of an overt kind of political influence.’ They also noted however 
that ‘the work to protect something like Black Lives Matter,’ and to ‘tell 
fuller, richer stories,’ was still happening, but perhaps in a more covert or 
understated way than it might have been without the political challenge. 
‘Self-censorship is a problem, but it's also sometimes a necessary thing 
just to navigate change moving forward’. The difficulty in this was 
recognised, both practically in progressing this work with integrity, and 
emotionally in feeling its compromise.  A clash between pragmatism and 
values also emerged, with different approaches at least partially attributed 
to different generations, where younger people may be less likely to 
differentiate between personal and professional values. One director 
highlighted a predicament felt by some leaders that wanted to tell their 
staff, or this generation, "Please be more pragmatic, that approach doesn't 
help," without at the same time wanting to appear to be reactionary.’  They 
noted that this was a new issue as previously the government were 
assumed to be ‘on our side.’ People leading organisations felt vulnerable, 
despite financial investment in the sector, because the government did not 
appear to be on the side of museums.  

For museums not directly funded by the DCMS, there were mixed 
experiences in relation to political pressures and the influence of 
communities in decision-making. In some of the countries, government 
policy encouraged participation and community engagement. For 
example, the Well-being of Future Generations Act had supported, or even 
led to, community involvement in museums and heritage in Wales.  One 
museum found that working with the community and having their voice 
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represented had allowed them to be more political as a local authority 
museum. In this case, it is not the museum’s views written by a local 
government officer, but rather the experiences of local people in their own 
words. However, an interviewee also highlighted community anger 
towards a local authority, where attempts to move a statue had been 
ongoing for a decade and the council had been influenced by a 
gentlemen’s organisation that dated back to the era of transatlantic 
slavery. 

For one museum, the public appointments process had in the past created 
issues around relationships with community members. The museum had 
advertised board positions and encouraged applications but found that 
community partners were not appointed. They felt that the process 
favoured traditional professionalism, while those who had taken a different 
route and have worked within communities or led activist groups tended 
to struggle with the process. A political element was also highlighted. ‘They 
media check all of our trustees. …There aren't many of my community 
members that are tweeting nice things about [the] government is the 
reality.’  The museum had addressed this by appointing community 
members and partners as non-voting, associate trustees. They still 
encouraged applications through public appointments but were careful to 
communicate that they had ‘no say’ in the process. Another national 
museum worked hard to encourage people from a wider range of 
backgrounds to apply for trustee positions, but still had ‘no diversity’ on 
their board.  

One interviewee was interested in seeing what was possible within the 
‘political configurations we find ourselves in.’ They suggested that we are 
always influencing the structures we work within. ‘They don’t remain static, 
and power becomes more visible.’ We can understand power better by 
‘pushing up against it and pulling it around a bit.’ They also noted that 
people are a part of these structures too.  

If you involve councillors within these public events, their views are changing 
and modifying and adapting and opening up and becoming more flexible 
and seeing different possibilities. Through that also, a person is being 
socialised within, to a different public conversation about the future of 
something, which is not to ignore the fact that there is hard power.  
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3. Funding and resources  
Many museum directors and workers felt that funding drivers 
complemented the interests of the museum around inclusion and 
participation. For example, one museum had a mixture of public funding 
from Arts Council England and the city’s Combined Authority. The director 
noted that the Arts Council’s strategy felt really connected to the work 
they do, in terms of culture being everywhere and people building and 
creating their own culture. Similarly, the local government emphasis on 
underrepresented communities, health and well-being, and people 
representing and sharing their culture connected to the museum’s 
collections and subject matter. While this funding and other heritage 
funding, had enabled a community-led approach it was still heritage 
focused. The museum had recently received funding from the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation, which had created a shift in their social change 
agendas, not necessarily starting with a ‘heritage, culture, collections’ 
angle, and led to different thinking about models of delivery, evaluation 
and impact measurement.  

Interviewees were critical of funders in so far as they didn’t go far enough. 
While funders expected diversity and community engagement, it was felt 
that they did not really expect fundamental change or make organisations 
accountable. One interviewee suggested that funders praised 
organisations, even when there were huge gaps between the institutions 
and the communities they were meant to serve.  Another felt that 
‘ingrained attitudes about marginalised communities’ also came from 
funders, who made no expectations of the recipients of ‘vast quantities’ of 
public funding around structural, systemic change or governance. ‘We just 
see those communities can come in on a sporadic ad hoc basis to fulfil the 
funding criteria that the museum needs to evidence.’  Without the 
expectations of funders there was no impetus for organisations to change. 
‘I would really advocate and push the funders to make certain 
requirements and expectations about how and if these museums are 
actually committed to structural and systemic change internally.’   

[The funder] would give a museum money to do a co-production, co-
curation project on a particular history, or a particular culture, and it says it 
will give targets. It will say, "Okay, well you need to engage this many 
people from this group and you need to be able to evidence why and how 
you're going to do it and how you're going to evaluate it and what the 
impacts going to be. There is no expectation whatsoever from any of these 
big funders that you should either recruit anybody from that community to 
be a member of permanent staff or project member of staff. There was no 
expectation that an organisation like a museum should amend or update its 
inclusivity and diversity policies or its governance structures.  
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One interviewee wanted to see a ‘bigger stick,’ where if organisations 
didn’t improve their statistics on diversity, they did not receive the 
funding. They felt that tick-box exercises need to be firm and transparent, 
and expressed concern about some organisations being seen as better, 
just because they were more skilled in completing the forms. They also 
hoped that funders were improving their own practices, increasing the 
diversity of staff and the decision-makers who were assessing 
organisations and projects. A trustee described travelling to a funding 
panel in London to give a 20 minute presentation. The panel were all men 
in suits, and they walked in thinking they had no chance. ‘This is little …me 
going up against a bunch of men to ask them for a bag of money. They're 
not going to go for it. They did.’ The trustee noted that they had done their 
homework, and had a good business case for a project that was good 
practice, but attending the panel was not described as a good experience.  

While the priorities of funders broadly supported this work, there was a 
sense that they did, or could, get in the way of more innovative 
approaches, or at least did not encourage them. One director noted that 
the strategic drivers coming from funders addressed equality issues, but 
were still elite-driven. They suggested that while funder strategies did not 
jar with the participatory approach they had adopted, they questioned 
what would happen if the community wanted to do something completely 
different. The narrow strategic framework coming from funders might not 
allow for communities to influence the museum’s strategy. One 
interviewee suggested that funders are better on the rhetoric than the 
practice. They asked to what extent funders were willing to let 
organisations experiment with different ways of working, decision-making 
and budget allocation, despite saying that they would ‘100%’ support this. 
‘It's an interesting experiment, you say to whoever, HLF or whoever we'll 
take your funding, but we can't tell you how the outcome is going to be 
because that is going to be an exercise in deliberative democracy. That 
doesn't work. HLF want it prescribed in advance.’  They wanted funders to 
invest money in organisations to create models of deliberative democracy 
as ‘an ongoing practice, not as a project.’  Another director relayed how 
the Heritage Lottery Fund (now The National Lottery Heritage Fund) had 
given them a lot of money to develop their thinking around governance, to 
find that as they sought to change, another funder pulled away their 
support. Another interviewee also noted that sometimes a funder could 
push for change, for example, around governance and get it wrong. The 
museum was part of the local authority and changes to governance were 
not feasible, nor was governance really a blocker to addressing broader 
issues in this case. 
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Interviewees also raised issues about participation ‘always being project 
based,’ and always searching for the funding instead of being a core 
aspect of work and budgets. One museum worker suggested that even an 
18-month project, trying to affect real change, was not long enough to 
understand how the organisation works and influence the core. A lack of 
capacity linked to funding generally was raised as a barrier to participation. 
One director noted that the work had always been done on a shoestring 
and this was not sustainable. Another interviewee highlighted a barrier in 
the funder always wanting something new, and there being no funding to 
sustain work. Although they recognised that this had changed somewhat 
due to Covid. Another issue raised was that bigger heritage organisations 
‘desperately’ wanted community organisations to help them ‘solve that 
problem of local participation, but they don't want to provide any 
resources for you to do it, so you try to do it for free.’  They did 
acknowledge that this was also changing. Many interviewees highlighted a 
need to pay participants for their time, but noted that funding and 
budgets were needed to do this.  

4. Wider infrastructure and support 
One director managing a large capital redevelopment identified existing 
infrastructure and processes as a significant barrier that cannot cope with 
co-production. They noted an expectation to appoint a big design 
company, hand over the object list and the company does it all, rather than 
engaging in participatory practice. Design teams committed to co-design 
had limited experience in museums, and particularly in relation to large 
scale projects. This made it difficult to convince parent bodies that the 
designers with experience in co-production also had sufficient track record 
to deliver a large, high profile project. The RIBA planning processes for 
capital works were also described as ‘a nightmare’ for co-design and co-
production.  Another staff member also highlighted barriers around policy 
and procedures related to museum services and who works with the 
museum. They noted fixed supplier lists for artists and caterers that were 
not inclusive. Several interviewees spoke about the potential of museum 
cafés to develop stronger links with the community, both in terms of 
opportunities to be involved in providing the service and in appealing to 
different audiences.  

Interviewees from an organisation in a disadvantaged area described key 
barriers around negative attitudes, cynicism, or lack of interest from 
people working in the local council and other private and public services 
and infrastructure. For example, the community wanted a playground 
attached to the heritage centre, while the Council was reticent about using 
materials that could be burnt down. This had led to a discussion about how 
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to stay true to community expectations and co-produced designs, while 
also addressing the concerns of stakeholders around sustainability. It was 
noted that it was considered a waste of time to maintain parks and fix 
equipment in this area. The results of neglect were then blamed on the 
local community. Similarly, a private company had been reluctant to hire 
equipment to the project due to a perception that it would be destroyed. 
The organisation had built a strong relationship with teachers in the local 
school, but this partnership was also dependent on the interest of school 
managers. It had been a struggle when managers were not committed, 
but this changed with a new head who became very involved. They are 
looking to embed co-production with the project into the school’s 
curriculum and the organisation has a dedicated room within the school.  

5. Pandemic 
Organisations had different experiences with moving participation online 
as a result of the pandemic. Interviewees talked about the importance of 
people coming together face-to-face for participatory work, either 
through ‘getting all the players in a room’ or with people gathering and 
talking informally in a physical hub. They spoke about the need for human 
contact to develop confidence and get involved, and the loss of a dynamic 
‘where all those conversations and ideas, and new projects and activities 
could happen organically through just relationships and people mixing.’  At 
one museum they had struggled without a venue to have groups in the 
same space and meet members of the community who would ‘tell you 
about things they know about.’  Another organisation had found ways of 
doing things online, but it had never made up for the loss of real contact. 
In contrast, another museum staff member noted that online meetings 
had eased participation. It was easier for people to attend meetings, and 
from their end to manage the time and facilitate. They also found it had 
improved the visibility of curators, as they had made introductory videos 
that were shared with the community co-producers. A community partner 
also suggested that some people had more time to engage and were 
braver online.  

There were also mixed experiences with trustee relationships during the 
pandemic. Staff reported feeling disconnected from the Board in one 
community organisation, where previously there had been joint sessions 
between staff and trustees. The Board also did not like working online. 
While virtual platforms had initially felt like a lifesaver, they had begun to 
feel quite flat. The community based organisation attracted people as 
trustees that did not like being remote, and the pandemic also interrupted 
new processes where board members were being matched to projects, 
coming into the building regularly and helping to gather stories to support 
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monitoring and evaluation. For one trustee of a national museum, 
however, virtual meetings made it much easier to contribute, especially 
where they lived several hours from the usual meeting venue and had 
other work and family commitments. Before the pandemic, there was 
reluctance to hold virtual meetings and the only option was to dial in by 
phone if you could not attend in person. Now there was the infrastructure 
for online meetings, and an intention to at least hold sub-committee 
meetings virtually. They noted, however, that these new processes had 
also coincided with more meetings for trustees, on top of the significant 
time commitment already involved in being on the board.  

Some interviewees felt that the organisations best handling the pandemic 
or those that would emerge most successfully from the situation were the 
ones that had a clear social purpose, had a ‘contribution to make to our 
collective crisis,’ and had changed the way that they work, including their 
governance. A community partner felt that the pandemic had exposed 
some organisations  which were ‘not so agile and flexible in their 
approaches because they've been so set in their ways for such a long 
time.’  Others noted that crisis opened up opportunities and that 
organisations had become more flexible and more willing to work together 
to sustain things. Some organisations had introduced new forms of 
remote, but non-virtual, co-production and community engagement 
during lockdown. For example, one heritage project had encouraged back 
garden digs near to the site where they were undertaking archaeological 
work and had distributed food parcels with heritage recipes, which families 
cooked and then posted photos on social media. For one museum, the 
pandemic created a greater push for local community engagement as they 
were less able to engage with global communities related to research and 
audiences further afield. While another organisation felt that they had 
entered a state of status quo, where the spirit kept bubbling under the 
surface, but the duration and challenges involved in the recovery ahead 
would determine how quickly they were able to get back on track.  

 

Internal barriers and enablers 

1. Tradition and organisation history 
The history of the museum emerged as both a barrier and an enabler. 
Some staff and directors drew a clear link between the origins of the 
museum or site and its social purpose and practice. They positioned their 
current work and ambitions in direct relation to radical or inclusive roots. 
In some cases, this referred to Victorian institutions or traditions in a 
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particular area, for example encompassing working-class culture and a 
juvenile employment exchange. Some spoke about the narrative of their 
specific museum. These had all formed or become museums in the last 80 
years or so, and mostly from the 1980s. The manager of a local authority 
museum quoted its original mission statement, which claimed that "The 
museum is here to develop a pride in [X place], as well as fostering 
harmonious relations between the different communities." The emphasis 
was on reflecting cultural diversity, fostering mutual understanding, 
community pride and self-value.  For some organisations it was the 
material in their collections, or the history of the building and its uses, that 
also created this connection to a more radical, participatory past.  

Museum directors also spoke about the difficulty of trying to change a 
museum that came with a long history. One noted that the museum was 
very institutionalised as a civic institution, with over 100 years of 
‘intellectual and societal baggage’.  Another talked about the emotional 
aspect of knowing that they couldn’t achieve the scale of change needed 
in the span of their career.  

I'm dealing with an institution that has 150 years plus of history. In my 
career, we will never see a point where we have decolonised our collection, 
reinterpreted all of our displays to a point that I would feel comfortable with 
engaged communities. It's just never going to happen. In the same way, 
we're never going to get through that collection, digitalisation backlog. It's 
just never going to happen, but one feels more emotional than the other. I 
can live with one easier than the other.  

Community partners highlighted museums’ attachment to tradition and a 
strong sense of preservation that extended to their own practices.  This 
emphasis on preservation, and a nervous reluctance to ‘break the rules’, 
was clearly linked to their resistance to change. One partner described a 
eureka moment when they realised that the museum didn’t just preserve 
objects. ‘They preserve the way they work. That's also part of their 
heritage, the way they do things.’   Another community partner said that it 
was not an empowering environment. ‘Museums do this. They just go, "No, 
no, no. That idea you have, we're just going to make you do this and trim it 
right down and suffocate you." It's tradition.’  Community partners also 
talked about the tradition of art history, or the way that collections had 
always been categorised, as an obstacle to re-interpretation and a 
different understanding of history and the wider world.   
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2. Organisational culture – hierarchy, complexity, size 
Resistance to change also emerged in relation to the organisational culture 
of museums, especially in relation to the larger and older institutions. A 
number of people noted how difficult this culture was to overcome and 
referred particularly to the structures and hierarchy of these institutions. 
Museum directors and trustees noted a respect for hierarchy, and a culture 
of deference. ‘Everybody knew their place, so curators lived in the 
penthouse, and the education team lived on the mezzanine, and then the 
visitor guides obviously were on the floor and everyone was throwing their 
rubbish on top of them.’  One director described the hierarchy as 
ingrained, with staff wanting more open and transparent structures but at 
the same time reinforcing hierarchy. Another director noted that the 
pandemic and remote working made people want ‘to flip back to 
commander control,’ with more clarity from managers. ‘That's quite a 
difficult time to try and say, "Embrace ambivalence," because it's taxing. 
People have a lot of ambivalence and stress in their working lives, in their 
personal lives.’  It was also felt that having a board made it difficult to 
break down the hierarchy and start again.  

Hierarchies existed between different teams and roles and impacted on 
community participation. For example, curators were more or less likely to 
engage with participatory models dependent on their area of specialism. 
One interviewee had worked in organisations with very different attitudes 
towards the place of community engagement. They had come from a very 
traditional institution, where ‘curatorial held all of the status, all of the 
power, and learning was always on the backfoot and really supplicant and 
deeply marginalised in the organisation.’  In contrast, they attributed the 
impact of a project at another museum to being ‘situated between 
community engagement and curatorial.’ This museum had a long history of 
community engagement, where it was ‘relatively empowered’ and 
benefited from an already ‘receptive’ curatorial department. A director also 
suggested that dealing with internal hierarchy was important to working 
democratically with others.  

You have got to shift the mindset internally around the fact that we are all 
equal, and we all do different parts of making the whole thing work, and 
nobody has any more authority than anybody else, and nobody has any 
greater call than anybody else. If you start there, then you can work much 
more democratically with your audiences but also with your partners.  

Community partners talked about the complexity of large museums. It was 
hard for participants to understand how different organisations are run 
and work out where decision-making power sat. One noted how they had 
deliberately learnt about the public sector and how it works, to understand 
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how public spaces and organisations could be open to the wider 
community. It was also noted that many of the people that museums say 
that they want to engage actually work in these organisations, but in roles 
that would never be involved in decision-making. ‘You'll see a museum 
director will sit and talk to somebody on a park bench or waiting for the 
bus, chitchat about something, and yet when he puts on his director suit in 
the museum, he would never dream of talking to that same person.’  In 
contrast, some leaders, particularly of smaller organisations, talked about 
physical spaces where everyone mixed, including within both museums 
and community organisations. These non-hierarchical spaces generated 
positive relationships and new ideas. One community organisation had a 
central area as people came into the building, called the community living 
room, where people could sit, get a cup of tea and chat. It was described 
as a ‘free-for-all,’ where lots of people gathered, doing different things, 
mixing with each other, and sharing ideas. This created a ‘dynamic where 
all those conversations and ideas, and new projects and activities could 
happen organically through just relationships and people mixing.’   

3. Staff – fear/anxiety 
Occasionally respondents referred to staff as enablers, for example as the 
people driving radical story-telling in the museum. In a few cases, 
directors noted that staff were not a major barrier to changing the 
museum’s approach. However, staff were repeatedly described as an 
obstacle to participatory practice and wider change. ‘The ability of staff to 
slow, sabotage or divert change is incredible.’  This emerged around two 
main themes. Firstly, staff were seen to be defensive, and this was often 
linked to a culture of expertise. Secondly, many staff were described as 
anxious and lacking confidence in working with communities.  

Museum structures that were rigid and bureaucratic were perceived to 
protect the status of staff. Respondents also talked about the 
professionalisation of museum staff, and the sense of exclusivity about the 
workforce that helped to retain an elevated view of curating. Some staff 
felt threatened by co-production and participatory practice. Community 
partners noted the defensiveness of people working in museums.  

Our whole project, I would say is a bit of a beyond the defence mechanism 
project, because naturally, people get uncomfortable. You're talking about 
racism, you're talking about bringing young people in, but what that means 
is people then giving up their power as well, and that's hard. When I'm trying 
to say, "Young people are so valuable, they're needed in this room," what 
people are hearing is, "One of us doesn't need to be in this room."  
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Defensiveness also emerged where the community questioned the benefit 
of a particular programme or showed interest in taking a bigger role in the 
work, where staff responded with “Don’t tell me how to do my job.” While 
a lot of staff were holding on to the importance of expertise, respondents 
also talked about the reluctance of curators to share their knowledge.  

This is all about sharing what we're doing… It seems like, "I've been 
educated to this level. I'm an expert in my field and I will talk about it when 
I'm called on to talk about it for a specific reason and beyond that, I will not 
share my knowledge." I think that's how a lot of museum curators have 
worked.  

Sometimes feeling a loss of control was more related to a lack of skills and 
experience, than a reluctance to share power and knowledge. Museum 
directors and community engagement staff linked the anxiety and 
reticence of some staff to working with people to a lack of confidence. 
They noted that staff did not have the language, toolkit or understanding 
of how participation worked in practice. One community partner also 
noted a lack of knowledge and understanding about working with their 
service users, and the need for training and support to work with 
communities.  

4. Prestige and reputation  
Many museums had a sense of prestige, and this was linked to a 
cautiousness around their presentation and reputation. One museum 
director described prestige as ‘debilitating’, leading to a lack of ‘creativity 
and risk-taking.’ Another described one of the biggest barriers as a 
‘paralysis of perfection,’ questioning the need for displays to look beautiful 
and complete, and to be presented as ‘finite, final.’  One trustee and 
community partner said that the museum needed to stop being so 
nervous and ‘just do it’. ‘Stop thinking about the way we've usually 
delivered and have a building with a heart and soul that sometimes gets it 
right, sometimes it doesn't, sometimes it breaks the rules.’  A community 
partner also spoke about the cautious approach of prestigious, 
independent museums. ‘I've had direct experience of working with some 
of these big posh, independent museums, and they are very tricky to work 
with and they want to do things their way.’  Another community partner 
noted a nervousness about quality and identity when working with 
museums. This was particularly evident in contact with the marketing 
teams, which they described as the most challenging aspect of the project. 
In this case, the community partner spoke about a project they had 
initiated and the need to gain the museum’s trust. It had been particularly 
difficult to build trust with the marketing team when they only came in at 
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the end of the project.  More widely it was noted that marketing was one 
of the least co-created parts of museums.  

Reputation was also raised in relation to avoiding controversy, and the 
risks associated with community collaboration. One director spoke about 
the time and investment involved in working with communities, as well as 
the diplomacy skills needed because you will not always agree with each 
other. ‘That's when it goes wrong. There's a disagreement and it hasn't 
been managed particularly well or whatever. It blows up in the press or it 
blows wherever. The museums get a bit scared and think, "We won't do 
that again then, because look how badly that turned out."  

5. Communication  
Museum staff, trustees and community partners all highlighted the way 
that museums speak. This related to the way that they talk to people 
generally, as well as how they refer to inclusion and participation. Some 
noted that that the institutional voice and tone was alienating, and that 
staff didn’t know how to talk to people. One director felt that changing the 
way the museum speaks could also change the way it was seen within 
communities, repositioning the museum as ‘something that's close and not 
a distant cold building within a civic context.’  Others suggested that 
museums should use clear and simple language that the public 
understands.  Noting that the language of museums didn’t help, one 
director said ‘I think we trip ourselves up, left, right and centre. We use 
words like culture. They're just not useful.’  Another spoke about young 
people from their local estate training curators and conservators at 
another museum in ‘how to talk to people.’   

Community partners centred the audience in their comments about the 
museums voice and appropriate language. One community partner and 
trustee stated that the buildings were useless without people and urged 
the museum to place ‘people at the heart in every little thing.’ They felt 
that the museum belittled people, treating them as a ‘little bolt-on’, rather 
than positioning them at the centre. ‘That's why our comms are going 
wrong. Because when we address a statement, we don't think about our 
audience. We don't think, "Who are we speaking to?”  Another community 
partner stayed away from terms such as social justice, cultural democracy, 
and decolonisation, because these were not terms used by the young 
people that they worked with.  

When they're talking about their identity, when they're talking about the way 
colonialism affects their everyday living or the choices they can make, they 
don't refer to it as things like cultural democracy and colonialism. It's just 
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their everyday life. So, we think that the museums and the partners and the 
way that these projects are set up, should also be about everyday life and 
everyday impact.  

Respondents also talked about the way some museums, and especially 
some leaders, communicated as enabling relationships with communities. 
People talked about a few museum directors as approachable, warm, 
friendly, and welcoming. They also noted that people could contact these 
leaders directly. Similarly, the importance of robust, honest relationships 
between museums and communities was also raised. One director noted 
the direct and blunt approach of local communities, and that this made 
relationships much easier. ‘It's professional and polite, and all of those 
kinds of things, but it's passionate and emotional. We're better at being 
emotional, I think, than other places that I've been involved with.’  

Communication also emerged in terms of transparency and accountability, 
and the kinds of information that museums and heritage organisations 
make publicly available. One respondent noted that some larger 
organisations had stopped producing and sharing annual reports, but 
rather focused on sending information to their funders. Community 
partners felt like information was restricted, and it was suggested that 
providing details about where funding comes from and where it is spent, 
for example, would empower communities and enable them to better 
understand the organisation and whether they wanted to work with them. 
‘For museums to be considered trustworthy they should put any 
information that they're eligible to do so into the public sphere.’ This would 
‘allow potential co-producers to understand in detail what their 
strategic priorities are.’ In contrast, some grassroots arts, culture, and 
heritage community interest companies published their accounts and 
other financial information online annually, ‘including how much staff are 
paid.’  

Change Factors 
1. Shape of journey 

For many, progressing or embedding participation was a continuous 
process, described as incremental or constantly evolving. Many also spoke 
about building on previous work and extending further into the 
organisation. One partner described co-production as a constant journey. 
‘You never really reach a point where you could just say, "Right, we've fully 
co-produced all of our services and we've achieved it all.” It evolves all the 
time.’  The manager of an historic property spoke about a long history of 
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community participation. Over time the community had become closer 
and closer to the decision-making process and the ‘centre of power’. This 
had been incremental, as the organisation had developed greater 
confidence, and become more ‘aggressive in their approach.’  A museum 
director talked about extending their participatory work, gradually pushing 
out from the community engagement team, and creating ripples 
throughout the organisation. ‘It's grown from engagement, to curatorial, 
to historic properties, and then our governance, and I think hopefully it will 
spread.’  

While some people could see a ‘continuum of stages,’ where museums 
built on the previous project or continuously evolved, interviewees did not 
always describe the shape of their journey in this way. One director 
described how the museum had involved people in decision-making as 
happening in waves ‘from quite heavy involvement to not much 
involvement, to heavy involvement and then not much involvement.’  
Another talked about little steps slowly leading to a different approach, 
with ‘occasional recidivism.’ ‘Change isn't linear. Its trajectory isn't one 
that's lovely and straight. I see those little twists and turns, they're part of 
the discovery journey really, aren't they?’  Some museums had completely 
changed their approach to become more fundamentally participatory after 
a major redevelopment project had already begun, in at least one case 
having to change budgets and designers as well as plans. Some 
interviewees talked about key projects or initiatives that had influenced 
the way that they thought or worked. One museum worker described a 
participatory project as having ‘tumble weeded’ with more community led 
exhibitions and online activity.  Another described a particular project as ‘a 
little fire, a little bomb of energy,’ which was small in scale, but ‘seemed to 
go quite deep.’  Several referred to co-production projects or a single 
gallery redevelopment that informed and enriched a museum’s future 
planning and ethos and served as the basis for wider redevelopment work.  

Capital projects were perceived as a catalyst for change. A director saw a 
‘huge opportunity’ to find ways of communities and audiences 
participating more in upcoming capital work, where the scale of the work 
could help to embed this way of working. Another museum was 
introducing a participatory research process as part of a major gallery 
redesign, that would sit in that space physically. Public engagement would 
feed into the research, and then the research would be shared back to the 
public.  A partner talked about becoming more ambitious and pushing 
spokes out from a capital co-creation project to affect organisational 
change. The project had created ‘the fullest embodiment of where the 
whole organisation wants to be at a moment in time,’ which was ‘most fully 
realised through that co-produced process.’ The gallery had influenced the 
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future direction of the organisation, impacting on other projects and 
galleries, and ‘the processes of working with outside people.’  A director at 
the museum, described this work as having shifted their thinking about 
internal structures and the way the organisation functions, and ‘how this 
excludes people’.   

The Black Lives Matter campaign had ‘shaken things up,’ and some 
interviewees were hopeful of change in relation to this, especially 
alongside Covid, which had shown that organisations could change how 
things have always been done. ‘There can be more flexibility. There can be 
different ways that people engage. I would hope that we use this as an 
opportunity to be a lot more radical than we've been in the past.’  
Reflecting on 2020, interviewees suggested that Black Lives Matter had 
influenced their thinking more than the pandemic, and perceived a drive 
for change collectively in the museums sector. One director noted that it 
had made them stop and sense check what they were doing and why, but 
felt that they would make change more quickly than they would have 
otherwise in the year ahead. Responses to the campaign included new 
staff groups, and conversations and plans around collections. A director 
was planning a strategic piece of work to decolonise the collections, 
working with a ‘whole range of communities affected by past histories.’ 
They wanted to have citizen-focused groups that came in to be part of 
Board or other discussions. While acknowledging that the museum was a 
long way from that as yet, they were focusing on areas where they had the 
agency to make changes. A few interviewees pointed out that these issues 
were not new, but during lockdown it was ‘difficult to avert your gaze,’ and 
people had different expectations. One community partner suggested that 
ant-racism had become more of a priority because ‘we’re all engaging in 
the same streams of information.’  

I think people now have a less forgiving and less accepting attitude towards 
things that go wrong in terms of Black Lives Matter or organisations being 
tokenistic and stuff like that, because they feel protected enough to go, "I 
can boycott this, I'm not going to do it." I think organisations are becoming 
aware of that, because we've had a lot more conversations with wider 
organisations coming to us to say, "We'd love a bit of expertise or guidance 
on this." It's like, you've needed that guidance for years, why now? It's 
because you are also not able to neglect or ignore the conversations 
because they're quite literally everywhere.  

However, there were concerns about losing momentum, and tokenism 
with organisations putting out statements and changing their profile 
images on social media to black squares, but doing little else. Some 
doubted that anything significant would change. One interviewee also 
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suggested that looking at collections and content was not enough. ‘You 
see this sort of exhibition, the display, the design, the social media output, 
the content side of it, but it is the governance structures which need to be 
upended as well because they are in effect colonial remnants as well the 
way they operate.’  On the other hand, the leader of a heritage site saw the 
journey around participation as like an x-ray of the organisation, that could 
lead to a new kind of structure or approach. They felt that their 
participatory work and ambitions had ‘drawn attention to institutional 
racism and other institutional issues.’ Participation was helping to change 
long-term attitudes and processes in the organisation.  ‘I think this sort of 
work, it starts to dismantle problematic, institutional approaches to things. 
I think that, to me, that's the end game, is just taking those approaches 
apart and rebuilding them in whatever that looks like.’   

2. Quality of leadership 
Museum trustees and staff that talked about seeing progress in 
community relationships, participatory practice or diversity often linked 
this to the quality of leadership. One staff member noted that many 
colleagues in the past had commented on a group of museums being very 
slow-moving or conservative. They saw these organisations suddenly 
moving very quickly, pushing what other museums might have done over 
the last decade into a really short period. This change was attributed to a 
change in directors. One trustee and community partner described how 
management had changed leading to greater trust between the museum 
and local communities. They felt that a new director had brought a 
‘completely different attitude, approach, and professionalism that truly 
makes me and others, because there's other people in the community 
who've got a hell a lot of time, respect [them]. We're talking about a city 
where people didn't trust.’   

Some interviewees positioned change as coming from above, with one 
referring directly to power. ‘If the director, who has an awful lot of power, 
has the ruthlessness to make a change and they want to make the change, 
it can be done.’ They noted that boards should be more diverse, and were 
part of the solution, but unless the director and senior team wanted to 
change the organisation, shifting its identity to become more inclusive, 
there would not be strategic change.  Another spoke about change 
needing to come from the top. ‘Change is possible, change is feasible, but 
change needs to be led from the top and it needs to be done consistently 
and it needs to be radical because the organisation is in a stuck place. It's 
got good bones, it's got some good intent, the roots of the municipal 
museum service are there.’  
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For many interviewees, change was about courage. They repeatedly noted 
a lack of courage behind many issues, and a need to be bold, but also 
referred to some people or museums as brave where risks had been taken 
and experimentation or a different approach pursued. For example, one 
interviewee noted the reluctance of museums to address ‘important issues 
of identity, in particular English identity,’ and described museums as 
utterly gutless for not celebrating, exploring, and criticising this identity. 
One suggested that courage was needed to change governance, but felt 
that museums were becoming less courageous. Another felt that flattening 
hierarchy and democratising decision-making required museums to be 
more brave, honest, accept criticism and not be defensive. A trustee spoke 
about times that the museum had been brave and gone in ‘the deep end’, 
particularly with culturally specific work, and taken a ‘let’s see’ approach, 
and felt that it worked. Another interviewee referred to a small museum 
that was ‘pushing the envelope’ and trying to do things differently in an 
area that could be contentious or controversial, when they did not have 
specialist staff members or resources.  

Museum directors and academic partners also talked about recognising 
and working with complexity. This was about creating a space to 
deliberate around complex issues and reflecting these issues in the 
museum, but it was also about the way museums understood their role 
and the complexity of participatory or collaborative working in itself. An 
academic spoke about taking a responsive approach that enabled people 
to talk to each other about complex issues. This built strengths between 
people and networks, changing the power on the ground and creating 
different alternatives. They also talked about tensions as a strength, rather 
than something to be resolved. For example, a national museum in a small, 
culturally diverse, city experienced tensions ‘between national and local, 
between producing high-quality exhibitions for very large numbers of 
visitors who don't come from the local area in the most part, and doing 
community-based work.’  Benefits existed in both roles, and they were 
interested in framing this tension, or negotiation, as a strength in what the 
organisation ‘contributes to the ecology’ of the city. Another academic 
referred to the messiness of democracy, and the value being in the 
debates and arguments. This was about action and activism, where people 
were ‘activating their voice.’ Here, building the capability of people was 
more important than the output. ‘Yes, we don't have a very neatly tied-up 
bow of decision, but my goodness. Look at the capability that's been 
developed through the process.’  

Leadership also emerged in terms of addressing hierarchy and 
organisational structures. One director suggested that their success should 
be measured by the extent to which they enabled collaboration. Another 
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director noted how hierarchy and structures were not allowing for the 
shoots of energy and creative ideas coming from people that were not 
senior leaders. ‘Most structures that I see are actually just really massively 
getting in the way of this gift you have, of public-minded, creative, highly 
motivated people.’ They suggested getting out of their way (but it takes 
‘quite a lot of work to dismantle those things that are in their way’), 
amplifying the soft voices, and enabling the ‘quiet activists’ who bring 
knowledge and interests from their wider experience. They were trying to 
change the culture through a more open door policy. One director also 
talked about addressing hierarchy through a new structure and strategy, 
but also emphasised the need to bring everyone with you to achieve what 
you set out to achieve. ‘Bringing people along takes time, that takes effort. 
If we're not prepared to invest in that, then we'll not get to where we need 
to be.’  

While leadership was important to change, one interviewee cautioned 
against the current call for visionary leadership and the idea of the 
‘visionary changemaker.’ They noted that this could be detrimental to 
increasing participation. Here the vision often required co-production to 
be implemented, but the community might not find the museum’s mission 
and strategy compatible with their own values or ambitions.  

Directorship and senior management often assume the role of visionary and 
tightly control the delivery of their vision, but very rarely, if ever, are 
communities involved in identifying the strategic priorities that underpin it. 
Without this level of participation, communities and co-producers are 
expected to effectively support and promote an unrelatable endeavour, 
which undermines participatory strategic decision-making in the long run. 

3. Challenge  
Challenge was perceived as an important element of change, but it needed 
to be felt at a senior level. One director noted that it was about moving 
participation in decision-making from ‘being project-based and embedded 
within the teams to being something that really is giving challenge at a 
leadership team, board level.’ The museum was developing a long-running 
community panel to have greater engagement and oversight over 
different areas of the business. The model would then be replicated for 
other communities. Another museum that had worked with advisory 
groups around certain projects or issues was developing an advisory 
group for the whole service that would be involved in governance and 
support and challenge the leadership team in a formal way. Others talked 
about the role and need for partnerships with community organisations to 
challenge museums and heritage organisations. Several noted this in 
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relation to individuals not always having sufficient support, confidence, or 
power. One interviewee highlighted the power of some community 
organisations, run by ‘serious operators’ with experience of governance. 
Another suggested that partners bring their own confidence and ways of 
working and can challenge the museum in terms of its working 
methodologies, governance, and decision-making processes. Bringing 
everyone together, including senior managers could help the museum 
reflect on its own practices when they ‘realise that there are wildly 
different expectations and wildly different methodologies in terms of 
decision-making.’  

Interviewees talked about the need for communities and partners to be 
able to tell museums that they are wrong. To work more co-operatively, 
one interviewee suggested that leaders needed to accept that sometimes 
their vision was not the right one, or that they might need to step back or 
out of the room in some cases. They also noted that museums needed to 
respond when communities raised systemic issues and said that they were 
excluded. ‘You don't say, "Stop accusing me of things that have been done 
[in the past]," or "Don't tell me how to do my job." Some museum directors 
and community partners talked about how communities and partners did 
feel comfortable in disagreeing with the museum and saw this as evidence 
of trust and good relationships. This was also framed in terms of the 
‘maturity of conversation’, that enabled people to be confident and open 
after building trust and working together over a period of time.  

Interviewees also perceived young people to be challenging museums and 
taking a proactive role in leading change. Several museum workers were 
inspired by young people. One suggested they were central to all of the 
‘positive stuff,’ such as Black Lives Matter and the environmental 
movement. ‘Young people are just going for it.’ Another described how 
young people were taking the ‘absolute lead’ on a project, creating 
content, taking decisions, and responding to recent events in ‘really 
innovative’ ways. A museum director talked about the political 
consciousness of young people, particularly young people of colour, in 
which they saw the radical potential of the local community. Another 
director noted increased intellectual fervour over the last few years in 
museums and attributed a lot of this to young people in the sector.  

Younger people… take quite a radical view to museums, and in many cases 
feel that the institution will not be-- is beyond saving. I read all of that and 
I'm quite inspired by what they're saying, and it doesn't go unnoticed from 
the leaders in museums that this stuff is out there, and people are saying it 
and believing. I think I take quite a lot of inspiration, a challenge to my ideas 
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from what young museum curators are saying online, as much as people 
who are really established in the sector.  

Co-leadership was seen as an opportunity for both challenge and support, 
and people were inspired by the model recently adopted at one large 
museum service. Positives associated with this included being able to 
challenge each other, having some ‘push-and-pull’ instead of ‘one person 
executing a single vision’ or having the ‘overall say,’ and the space to 
experience other things that can influence and affect leadership. An 
interviewee also felt that co-leadership also better reflected the 
complexity and diversity of heritage and culture and what museums need 
to be, and this was particularly evident in this case where the CEOs were 
both people of colour and reflected the communities of the city.  

Given everything we know about arts, culture, and heritage in museums, the 
infinite complexity of the human condition, and cultural expression, how on 
earth can we place that burden on any one single individual? …the whole 
history of humankind is far too complex a thing, the way we express 
ourselves and how it's embedded in material culture and collections, the 
mind boggles that we would ever expect anybody to accept the burden of 
doing that. It's like Britain over the past several decades, several 
generations, well, hundreds of years has become increasingly multicultural, 
and now it's become culturally pluralistic. It needs to reflect that. We can't 
expect one individual for it to be within their capacity to be able to do that.  

4. Time and support 
Interviewees working in museums wanted more support for participatory 
practice and radical change through mentoring and networks. One noted 
the webinars and documents shared throughout the pandemic, but 
highlighted the need for one-to-one support to talk through their work and 
gain more targeted advice. A director described being fearful of going too 
far, changing the organisation for the sake of it, or being seen to 
‘experiment at the expense of staff.’ They wanted to be part of a network 
of people who are making radical changes. Another interviewee talked 
about a need to set the standard for participation in decision-making and 
questioned whether examples of practice emerging were necessarily 
meeting such standards. They suggested that mentoring was required or a 
‘bigger stick’ because ‘we’re not shifting in some of these areas.’  Some 
directors referred to a gentle challenge or supportive questioning from 
external mentors or partners that led to a change in approach.  

Time also emerged as a major factor in supporting change. For many, this 
involved having the time to slow down and reflect. While some people 
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talked about the long lead times involved in museum work as a barrier to 
participation, there was also a sense of the pressure to act quickly 
sometimes, particularly in relation to wider events around the pandemic 
and Black Lives Matter.  For example, one director talked about resisting 
pressure to get something online quickly following lockdown, and instead 
to pause and think about ‘what’s useful and what can support people,’ 
particularly when aiming to support a different demographic than the 
traditional museum visitor.  Another spoke about the pressure around 
issues that had increased through social media, and mistakes made 
through speeding up at the wrong time. Another was planning a long 
process of change over ten years, throughout the whole organisation, ‘and 
it’s going to stick.’  

One interviewee highlighted the importance of reflection, both in terms of 
a collaborative practice with everyone involved in a project or area of work 
and in reviewing decision-making processes. Collaborative reflection 
needed to be embedded into practice, building in time to stop and ask 
"Where are we? How is everybody? What does this feel like?"  Where 
people had come together to reflect, even after the project, they had 
found it useful to discuss work that had been complex and emotional.  
Similarly, they felt that there should be fundamental reflection around 
decision-making processes. This involved asking questions about how 
these processes sat in the organisation, how they diverged from values, 
how they differed from other organisations’ practices, and why not 
working with or creating new models to achieve meaningful collaboration 
in decision-making.  For one director, embedding new practice would 
involve piloting the right work, learning with partners, and being much 
more reflective. It involved not seeing things as a failure, but ‘really 
unpicking what didn’t work’ and understanding what was good.  

Interviewees also talked about having time to involve others, to have 
proper conversations, and to introduce and use different models of 
decision-making. This was partly about the time to rethink structures, but 
also to develop relationships and involve people, for example, in 
potentially more time-consuming consensual processes. People also spoke 
about the pressure to deliver to tight timescales and deliver certain 
outputs and outcomes. Working differently in an inclusive and 
collaborative way involved a different pace and different measures of 
success.  

I think that there's a little bit of that feeling of needing to constantly show 
progress and people don't quite know quite how to articulate the 
development of relationships and the development of learning as the thing 
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that they've achieved. I think it's reframing actually what is successful 
working.  

One interviewee challenged the typical project model of development, 
delivery, finish, where museums build relationships during a relatively short 
development stage, which often disappeared during the delivery stage. 
They wondered what would happen if for a substantial period of time, 
there were no planned outputs. Instead people could think, and learn 
about each other and what is important to them, letting ‘whatever 
unintended outputs and consequences happen.’  

5. Learning from elsewhere  
An interviewee had been repeatedly asked for great examples of 
participatory work in museums, but said that there ‘just aren’t enough.’  A 
small number of museums and museum workers were cited as inspiring by 
interviewees in relation to participation. Many referred to Nina Simon and 
By/Of/For All. Most of the museums mentioned were interviewed as part 
of this research. The Museum of Homelessness was also highlighted as 
having a completely flat structure and processes for involving lived 
experience in decision-making. Some respondents felt that there was a lot 
to learn from smaller organisations, but noted that many small heritage 
organisations and community interest companies did not receive 
recognition for their work. One consultant suggested that larger museums 
were not aware of what smaller organisations were doing and often 
thought they were the first to work with new audiences. Whereas, the ‘arts 
and culture CICs in the local area are serving what the bigger 
organisations see as underserved.’ There was also a sense however that 
while small heritage organisations had many advantages, it was difficult to 
transfer learning from smaller or newer organisations to larger, older 
institutions.  

There was wide acknowledgment of practice in other sectors and the need 
to learn from this. One interviewee pointed out that museums were not 
benefitting from what was already known and trialled in embedding 
collaborative and feminist ways of working across a range of institutions.  
Another suggested that ‘this supposedly creative sector is one of the most 
uncreative,’ noting that other organisations had been using dispersed and 
shared decision-making for many years.  While another noted that current 
practices did not create the conditions for good and inclusive decision-
making, and everything they knew from the organisations that that they 
had worked with was not helping them to bring in new and inclusive 
decision-making structures.  They wanted to know how we can make 
‘more collective and better decisions’, because ‘there's a pace and a 
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structure and documents and frameworks, which are the only tools I 
know.’  

Interviewees expressed interest in a wide range of practices and 
frameworks around governance and participation. This included 
participatory and deliberative democracy, people’s or citizen’s assemblies, 
participatory budgeting, consensus models, and co-operatives. One 
museum was thinking about their governance structure, and co-operative 
models were key to their collections. While their director did not think that 
they would become a co-operative, they were interested in lessons from 
different ways of thinking about organisations.  Another interviewee 
wanted to challenge the expectation that we have one individual running a 
museum for many years who executes their vision and asked whether we 
can have a more responsive, co-operative model.  A museum director felt 
that people’s assemblies could play to the assets of museums. Another 
interviewee called for funding for deliberative democracy. ‘Let's give 
money to organisations to create models of deliberative democracy as an 
ongoing practice, not as a project, as an ongoing practice. Fund that and 
let's see how that looks. That would be beautiful, please.’   

Many interviewees talked about other sectors that museums could learn 
from, or that in many cases had already influenced their work to some 
extent. The sectors identified included international development, health, 
housing, arts, theatre, youth work, and small grassroots organisations. One 
museum director had become interested in co-production through public 
health and work around patient voice, aging and asset based community 
development. They had undertaken a secondment with the public health 
team, where they had seen co-production in action. ‘I was like, "Ah, God, 
okay. Ah, this is different”.’  Similarly, an academic described spending 
time in International Development to look at how organisations build in 
participation outside museums ‘where it’s so locked down.’  Another 
museum director talked about learning from the arts, which sometimes 
had deeper roots with approaches like youth work. They wanted to think 
more about employing social workers rather than educators.  One trustee 
also mentioned restaurants and cinemas in terms of creating a buzz and 
appealing to a wide range of people.  In some cases, museums were 
already working with partners who used some of these models, for 
example, including shadow boards and consensus decision-making. Some 
museums were also involved in Battersea Arts’ Co-creating Change 
Network, which included other cultural organisations, with different 
approaches to participation. One director noted the difference made in an 
arts organisation that had reviewed and diversified its governance.  
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Their board was absolutely transformed within a matter of six months and 
the whole character of the organisation changed. It was outward-looking, it 
was fresh, it was dynamic, and it was relevant. That gave the organisation 
energy and appeal that it previously lacked through that quick, and it was 
transformational, change.  
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Conclusion and 
recommendations 

Participation in strategic decision-making and governance can help to create 
more democratic and relevant museums and heritage organisations. However, 
to transform the sector, participation needs to become: 

1. Permanent – Participation is continuous, changing the organisation, with 
a lasting legacy. 

2. Strategic – People are involved in oversight and direction, and decision-
making across the organisation. They determine the scope of work or 
projects.  

3. Embedded – All staff are responsible. Participation is part of everything 
and linked to core budgets. 

4. Powerful – The workforce and board are diverse. People have direct 
involvement in leadership and governance, and power reflects the 
community. 

This research found that to achieve this, a wide range of interconnected issues 
need to be addressed. The following recommendations draw on the 
challenges and ideas highlighted by interviewees. Some interviewees called 
for specific actions, alongside broader areas for consideration. The 
recommendations here are not exhaustive, but provide some broad 
indications of where further thinking and work is needed.  

Recommendations 
Staff and leadership support 
• Recognise staff concerns around expertise and the emotional labour 

involved in participatory work 

• Identify the needs of staff and provide support in building skills and 
confidence, for example, including training and development in 
participatory practice 
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• Provide mentoring and networks for leaders seeking to introduce new 
leadership and governance structures 

Boards and trustees 
• Establish a network for trustees from under-represented groups 

• Create opportunities to develop relationships, discussion, and 
collaboration across all levels of staff, trustees, and community partners 

• Take a systemic approach to diversifying boards, encompassing changes 
to board culture, improved accessibility, and shifts in the scope of 
business, alongside recruitment  

Learning and advice on practice drawn from smaller 
organisations and other sectors 
• Recognise practice and develop networks including small and new 

museums and the wider cultural sector 

• Provide advice on flattening structures and hierarchy, and share examples 
of alternative forms of governance 

• Experiment with deliberative democracy processes  

Funding 
• Provide practical and financial support for partnership working, and 

strengthen funding requirements and accountability linked to inclusion, 
community participation and fair partnerships 

• Offer funding based on process, with a more open approach to outputs, 
and more substantial, long-term funding of work that is not necessarily 
linked to capital projects 

• Increase direct funding of community organisations and support set 
around community interests and needs 

• Funders also need to develop stronger leadership with increased 
community participation in their own decision-making and governance 
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