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What are the main issues that confront the museum sector today.

Today’s museum sector faces two main issues – access to funding, and defining its role in contemporary society – and both these issues are complicated by being comprised of a wide range of topics which often can be inter-linked.   Not only does the museum sector have to deal with these issues, but it also has to cope with any potential conflict arising from possible divergent interests between the two areas, and somehow to ensure a harmonious balance occurs.

Museums have the potential to obtain their funding from many sources, such as government grants, local authority funding, European Union funding, Lottery funding, finance partnerships, tax-efficient donations, and income from admissions and commercial ventures run as an off-shoot of the museum, including shops, cafés, lectures and workshops.   Funding is needed to maintain the buildings of the museums themselves, to pay staffing and other day-to-day running costs, to manage the collections, and to ensure the museum maintains a public profile.   Project funding can be obtained from commercial sponsorships where the sponsor might have a particular interest in the subject of the project, whereas capital funding is more likely to come from government sources although the museum may be lucky enough to find a wealthy philanthropist prepared to donate enough money to fund a capital project.   When funding is obtained from non-governmental sources, it is likely there will be conditions attached, such as naming the results of a capital project after its donor, or sponsors displaying promotional material prominently for the duration of a project.   
Government grants may be conditional on the museum fulfilling certain criteria, such as providing value in the form of education, encouraging citizenship, performing a social function, or achieving other governmental objectives.  Museums also have the opportunity to increase their collections by participating in the Acceptance in Lieu tax incentive scheme.   This allows donors to offset tax liabilities by offering a significant work of art in lieu of payment of tax.   This scheme is administered by the Arts Council with the donations being allocated by a panel of Arts Council members and approved by the appropriate government minister (The Museums Association 2005).   Museums have benefited from European Union funding in the past but this source is unlikely to continue following the political changes that will occur on Brexit, and it would be imprudent to make plans relying on a continued stream of European funding.
Commercial ventures run by the museum sector to provide additional funding bring their own challenges.   The skill-set required to run a café or a shop are likely to be different to that of running a museum, with the need to understand the rules and regulations applicable to a food establishment and to keep the customer happy with a constantly updated and fresh approach, and the need to focus on retail opportunities and theory to maximise the return from a shop.   
Local authority funding is influenced by the perceived value of the museum to the local community and the funds available, with museums being in the forefront of cutbacks when funding is reduced.   All of these funding sources place different demands on the museum sector, with a concomitant effect on the management skills of the museum staff.    The question could be asked why should museums receive funding from the public purse?   Why not run them as a business, only surviving when they make enough profit?   Which leads us to the definition of a museum and its role.

The ICOM Advisory Committee (2012) states the role of museums is to be “witnesses of the past and guardians of humanity’s treasures for future generations” with a need to innovate and respond to social changes and to technology and new media. ICOM defined a museum as 
an institution in the service of society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment
General Assembly ICOM 2007   
Suzanne Keene (2005) states that museums are under pressure to be relevant, with their attention being directed at their audiences rather than their collections, and Mara Cerquetti (2016) proposes that an audience-centric approach is the way to achieve museum sustainability.  However, Keene (2005) feels that, in fact, museum collections should be the “central focus in the new directions” at which the museums are aiming.   
The ICOM definition implies the multi-faceted areas of performance for a museum today, with the museum’s role being very broad, but in neither case is the audience the dominant focus.  I believe that the audience is secondary to the primary function of the museum, which is as described in the ICOM definition and is very wide-ranging, but that there is an imperative to involve the audience as part of the museum’s function. Probably the first role the public would associate with a museum is as a repository – a place where a collection is safely held.   The collection may expand with carefully directed acquisitions.   The collections can be very wide-ranging – international, national, regional, local – allowing a lot of scope for curators and their ambitions and aspirations.   Usually, the collection is too large to be displayed in its entirety, so there may be a core collection exhibited with rotating shows of themed artefacts, maybe fitting in with contemporary events, all of which help to maintain public interest and keep displays fresh.   Collaborations between museums are important, enabling collections to be shared and allowing areas of expertise to be accessed.   Conservation is an important aspect of the museum curatorship, with important skills being learnt and shared, and museums can allow opportunities for innovative research and new techniques to develop.   By storing important, extensive collections, museums enable research to be performed, and this is another museum role - an indispensable educational function.   Not only do museums perform this vital academic role, but they have an important place in primary and secondary school education, permitting students to have contact with artefacts they might never otherwise experience and enabling a broadening of their cultural development and a focus of inspiration for their future aspirations.   This educational role enables scholarship, the dissemination of specialist knowledge, the capturing and sharing of expertise, and has a significant role in international relationships where collaboration encourages trans-national interaction, an extremely important sharing of knowledge and skills.
Not only do museums perform an important international function, they also perform an important local role.   The larger museums can be a source of national pride, with smaller museums often performing an important and effective social function, enabling communities to come together and work for a common goal, allowing cohesion around a local theme.   Regional museums can have an economic effect, encouraging visitors to the area with the consequent knock-on result of increased tourism on local businesses.   They provide important employment opportunities for local people, with students gaining valuable work-experience and adults gaining additional training by volunteering.
Museums are also places of relaxation – they can be places of entertainment and of contemplation, of recreation and of rest, of diversion and of celebration, performing different roles depending on themes and exhibits displayed.   This means museums have a unique opportunity to provide the public with experiences they might not otherwise have encountered.   Museums are uniquely placed to produce in the public a wide range of effects and it is important they have a series of strong ethical principles to follow.   This public influence is particularly important when considering the rise of nationalist politics today – as Mara Cerquetti (2016) states, museums “provide a cultural service for public benefit” and they contribute “to the promotion of cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue”.   Social changes in the world mean an increase in migration, thus increasing cultural diversity in a given population, and an aging population, meaning potentially a wider audience with more spare time, and these changes have implications where museums are concerned with cultural heritage.   Contemporary society has a very different demographic composition to that of the past, and museums need to reflect both the current and the past in their approach to exhibitions and displays – this gives the audience a feeling of inclusion in the museum experience.   Sutter and Worts (2005) feel that museums are agents of social cohesion and active facilitators of social change because of how they contribute to the understanding of history and cultural diversity.
Improving audience participation for both a younger and an older audience is a challenge for the museum sector.   Information Technology is one area which has the potential to change radically how museums interact with the public compared to the past: consider virtual reality, augmented reality, or just the availability of data which was heretofore difficult to access.   Museums can use photogrammetry to produce 3D displays of artefacts with augmented reality to enhance the display and show the audience an expanded version of the item they are viewing, adding elements to it to enlarge the story.   Demand for more information and detail can be created and satisfied by offering layers of data accessed through the computer display.   Displays can be enhanced with holograms and other visual interpretations, bringing the stories alive for the audience.   Virtual reality might be used to enable the audience to ‘experience’ events displayed, adding to the realism of the display and making the encounter have more substance.   Digitising data enables anyone in the world to access information and raises the profile of the museum – this enables a different form of audience participation than the normal ‘foot over the threshold’ type, but has the potential for a much larger audience with an increase in global influence.
The ICOM definition includes tangible and intangible heritage: most museums include plenty of tangible heritage in the form of artefacts, but what of intangible heritage?   Intangible heritage includes oral traditions, performing arts, local knowledge and traditional skills, all associated with a particular culture.   These are no less important because they are not physical, but can add to the breadth of the museum display.   Displays of sound, including voices speaking in dialect and vocalizing accents, singing traditional songs, telling traditional stories, add an attractive element to exhibitions to which audiences can respond.   Working displays of traditional skills offer the audience the chance to interact with craftspeople, to inspire the audience to try new skills, to feel pride in the craftsmanship, and for the museum to offer a different type of interactive display.
[bookmark: _GoBack]These varied roles mean museums have a value that cannot only be measured by profitability but should also be measured by cultural capital, ie the ‘value added’ element museums provide by their existence and their performance.
The broad range of roles a museum performs, and the challenges museums face today, mean the quality of staff is paramount as they have to juggle so many different skills in order to manage and direct the museum for optimum performance.   A museum curator is no longer someone who looks after a dusty display of artefacts – they have to have business skills, creative talents, intellectual capacity, problem-solving abilities, and good communication skills, to name just a few of the abilities they will use in today’s museum environment.
Museums today face many issues and challenges, combining the requirements of improving audience experience and involvement with their creative role, their educational role, their caretaking role, and their social function role, acting as a centre of excellence and scholarship, and also balancing the demands of funding providers with the museum’s aims and aspirations.   Museums try to ensure cultural heritage is valued, balancing this with the cultural diversity of the population, resulting in social cohesion and a common ground – a harmony which can be tricky to achieve and needs sensitive handling.   Although these issues are complicated and sometimes labyrinthine, museums are confronting them with passion and energy, and there are many examples world-wide of museums being successful, respected entities without compromising on their principals.
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