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Do museums respond effectively to the challenge of their diverse audiences?
Audience development plays a big role in museum sector discussion, and the question of the rapidly diversifying population is a large part of this. As described by the Museums Association (MA), ‘without people museums are just storage warehouses’ (2020a, p. 4) – it is the audience that makes the museum, more so than its collection, so reacting to changes in population or audience is vital. How museums respond to these challenges varies, although the essay will cover both the internal and external work done by museums in response to their audience.
First, necessary definitions will be discussed, as many of the terms within audience and inclusion work are used interchangeably. The focus will then be on the guidelines and manifestos produced by the sector, as organisations attempt to support museums in this development. First, external development will be considered – through outreach and activism, and then through the democratisation of collections. Second, internal change will be discussed, with a focus on the importance of radical re-evaluation of practices within an institution, particularly hiring practices.
Most guidelines have been taken from the Museums Association, with examples of work coming from UK museums. These examples will be used to further explain suggested developments, rather than being case studies. This is because the concept of a museum is incredible board, defined as follows:
A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge sharing. ( International Council of Museums (ICOM), 2022.)
With such a broad definition, it is almost impossible to encompass all museums through a handful of case studies, particularly as they are all so unique in their work.

What is a diverse audience?
First, the concept of a ‘diverse audience’ needs to be considered. In this context, it implies a consistency between museum audience demographics and the museums’ wider community (Jennings and Jones-Rizzi, 2017, p. 64). In many cases, the audience of a museum is also their community, and the terms have been used interchangeably in this essay.
Again, there are many definitions of a community, but in this case, it will be considered as people with a shared geographic location (Kadoyama, 2018). It can also include a shared interest (Kadoyama, 2018), which could include an identity-based connection like the LGBTQ+ community, but for the sake of this essay, the focus will be on geographic location. This would be the community that the museum is based within – the people living and working around the museum. As such, community work is strongly connected to audience work within museums. 
The demographics this can include are incredibly broad, with little consistency in focus across the sector. Cerquetti (2016) suggests that age should be the major focus, including both the ageing population and children (for more on this, see Kids in Museums, 2022; Nelson, 2017; Culture Health & Wellbeing Alliance (CHWA), 2014). Alternatively, Nelson (2017) argues that the biggest gaps in UK museum audiences are disabled people (for more on this, see MA, 2017; Cultural Inclusion, 2019; Clark, 2005) and BME (Black and minority ethnicity, the preferred term in the UK) people. This is sometimes focused even further, with some academics considering migrants, particularly non-European migrant families, as the ideal focus for inclusion work (Nelson, 2017; Kids in Museums, 2022; MA, 2020a). More specialised museums often target demographics that are harder to conceptualise, including the precariously housed (Turtle and Turtle, 2019) and the isolated (MA, 2020a).
Despite the length of this list, these are not the only characteristics that make up a diverse community – rather, it is an example of how varied an audience can be. Each museum will have people in their audience who fit into these demographics, in varying numbers and engagement. Each will have their own access needs and feeling towards museums, made more complicated as the majority of people will belong to multiple groups (Pham, 2019). Again, this makes it difficult for case studies to apply across the board, but it also causes issues when museums try to work broadly, rather than leading more targeted projects.
Many of the guidelines and suggestions discussed do not focus on individual groups, but instead provide suggestions for how museums can learn more about their diverse audience, interacting with them in equitable and productive ways.

External Work
Often the first place an organisation will look when considering their community is outward – what can be done in the local area (or even nationally) that would change the audience coming to the museum? This often comes from the idea of building trust, where the museum proves itself to be active in the community while also being a holder of cultural knowledge (MA, 2020b), making the museum feel safe for those that could feel alienated.
However, outward consideration moves the focus away from necessary internal evaluation and change, making it the primary focus in many places. Considering the external is much easier than evaluating the internal, even if the decision is an unconscious one. This will be discussed in more detail when internal evaluation is considered later in the essay.
This does not mean that museums should avoid external work, as the community benefits of an engaged museum are regularly being proven. In the ICOM Statutes, it states that ‘a museum is a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society’ (emphasis added, ICOM, 2022), which implies a level of external work and even activism to complete. This is then reiterated in the Museums Association’s guidelines for Museums Change Lives (2017, p. 5), and their Learning and Engagement manifesto (MA, 2020a).
There are two sides to this – one which brings the community into the museum, and one which focuses entirely on empowering the community externally (Jennings and Jones-Rizzi, 2017). Bringing the community in could be about making a museum known in the community (both in the traditional advertising sense and through outreach sessions with schools and community groups) but can also involve direct invitations to exhibits that might be of interest. It is about building trust between a museum and its community, where the museum acknowledges its collection and knowledge belongs to the community, so its audience can trust the museum with their lived experience and their time.
For example, the work done by the Birmingham Museums Trust in connecting with community groups like The Precious Trust (MA, 2020a). They worked with The Precious Trust to bring young women and girls with lived experience of gang-related violence and exploitation into the museum, allowing them to reinterpret and engage with the exhibition Women Power Protest through the lens of their experience. The exhibition celebrated women’s power and identity and became a place to empower exploited young women to share their stories, locally and nationally (MA, 2020a; Arts Council Collection, 2018). It proved to people who may have been uncomfortable attending the museum that their insight was valuable, rather than alien and silenced, hopefully removing the threshold fear for some of those involved (Cerquetti, 206 p. 37). 
This work then had a national impact, introducing the second category of outreach – entirely external work based on creating change for the community, also known as museum activism. Through this project, survivors were able to connect with Jess Phillips, MP for Birmingham Yardley, helping to build her work advocating for women’s safety nationally (MA, 2020a).
Although this was not the goal of the original project, Birmingham Museums Trust found their activism created national noise – proving museums’ power as centres for radical change. This can also be seen in the Museum of Homelessness (MoH), which regularly protests and lobbies the government for changes in social care, with a specific focus on the lived experience of homeless and precariously housed people (Turtle and Turtle, 2020).
Alongside this, they also run direct action projects, with other London-based homeless organisations. They pride themselves in these outreach programmes, from running Covid-19 vaccination programmes, providing water during heatwaves, or helping to initiate radical cold weather protocol for the street homeless (MoH, no date). Their Dying Homeless project lobbies for better death records for the homeless and a reduction in preventable deaths, while also providing Death Cafes, where those with lived experience can come together in a safe space (MoH, 2019; MoH, 2022).
The MoH are also a strong champion of the belief that heritage and culture is a human right. This is a belief originally built into the United Nations (UN) Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which states:
Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in scientific advancement and its benefits. (UN 1948, Article 27, Section 1)
With this in mind, museums have a moral duty to outreach to underrepresented communities, attempting to diversify their audiences as the population demographics change. Museums should be encouraging access and participation where possible.
The Museums Association (2020a) suggests expanding this, by saying that audiences have a right to work with the museum at all levels. Pham (2019, p. 107) refers to this development as ‘people-centred work’, highlighting how this increases inclusion for those who previously would not have had a space in museums. Ash and Lombana (2013, p. 71) call it ‘reculturing’, focusing on how museums include people in their day-to-day work, including how museum educators work with the public. The most common term, however, is democratisation.
Democratising a collection involves centring the audience in the planning and execution of exhibitions, displays and events. Where possible, they should have input on the topic, the objects, and the labelling (for specific examples, see MA 2020a, pp. 07-08; pp. 13-20). It is an empowering form of engagement, with outreach to individuals and community groups irrelevant of their formal qualifications. It focuses on lived experience, requiring a museum to acknowledge the inherent cultural knowledge of its community. This builds a level of community investment and trust towards the museum, as it becomes clearer that it is working with the community, rather than for them (MA, 2018).  
These networks must have equity, where the community is as much of an asset to the museum, as the museum is to the community (Kadoyama, 2018). While the museum provides a central hub for building connections within the community and enhances the health and wellbeing of its audience (Kadoyama, 2018; MA, 2017), the museum gains vital knowledge and skills from its audience, in a way that improves both its work and reputation.
There are also reputational benefits of strong community work, both locally and nationally. With the local community, the museum gains a strong position of trust, emphasising their position as holders of community knowledge (MA, 2020b). There is evidence that this increased trust leads to audience members feeling looked after, improving their overall engagement (Kids in Museums, 2022). Nationally, museums will be able to use their audience work as evidence when applying for grant funding, particularly if it increases audience engagement or enables the museum to hit specific targets (for examples of grant requests using community work see MA, 2018), and may gain recognition in national publications – for example through the Museums Association’s Museums Change Live Awards.
Democratisation is vital when responding to a diversifying audience, as it allows a museum to see who is in their community, and what they would like to see. The process automatically engages with and encourages diversity within the group, highlighting voices that would otherwise have been missing in museum work. This was identified by the Museums Association in 2019 (p. 4) when they wrote that ‘the next decade will require all museums to consider how they can use their collections to appeal to a growing and diverse audience’.
However, there are difficulties with this that need to be acknowledged. While democratising, on paper, would help a museum engage with its audience, the demographic of those who engage may not provide the diverse viewpoint necessary. This could be for several reasons, but a common concern is related to the threshold fear discussed earlier. This is related to the colonial history of the museum sector, where many marginalised individuals feel uncomfortable giving their information to an institution built on cultural loss. It is the job of a museum to take this feedback on board and to work towards creating trust with the community. This can only be done through internal work and radical restructuring.

Internal Change
Many museums choose to focus on external work rather than analysing their internal policies. These projects are often short-lived, creating short-term change – but they provide an easy start and end point, which can give quick but ephemeral success. Instead, museums need to consider their internal structures that could be upholding institutional inequality and audience hegemony. This can be an uncomfortable process, requiring radical re-analysis, and a space for the community to give honest feedback on their experiences or misgivings about the museum. Community involvement is key to these developments, introducing direct viewpoints from the diverse audience museums are trying to reach (Jennings and Jones-Rizzi, 2017).
This ability to engage with museum review inherently builds trust, although many marginalised people are disillusioned by copious consultation without change. Instead, museums can use this as a chance to review all policies relating to audiences and staff, considering how these could impact others.
One of the key outcomes of this is a more representative group of staff and volunteers within the museum (MA 2020a). Museums are ‘microcosms’ of their community (Jennings and Jones-Rizzi 2017, p. 64), they need to be reflective of their audience rather than of the industry. As repeatedly mentioned, this will not work for all museums (and, indeed, some museums already have strongly representative staff and volunteer groups; Jennings and Jones-Rizzi 2017), but many will need to complete this work to make change.
Developments can be made in collaboration with external consultancy agencies, and groups that offer specific internships. For example, Museums and Galleries Edinburgh partnered with the Next Steps Initiative, which created specific spaces in Edinburgh heritage sites for BME trainees (MA 2020a, pp. 21-22).
The Museums Association (2017) suggests that an increase in volunteering roles provides a space for marginalised people to develop skills they would otherwise be able to. While volunteering does support professional development and allows people access to the sector, it could inadvertently continue to maintain the unpaid labour of marginalised people in the name of diversity initiatives, rather than providing a clear and fair wage for the level of knowledge and work involved in these roles (Ng, Ware and Greenberg, 2017).
Kadoyama (2018, p. 8) suggests viewing communities as an asset, both though their knowledge and capacity, which could help museums to balance their power within the relationship. Although the museum (theoretically) has more money, a bigger workforce, and generally takes the lead while working with objects, a community group brings a specific set of cultural knowledge and skills that would be otherwise unavailable. Where payment is made available, that disparity is further reduced.
For example, the Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford, which places community partnership at the centre of the museum (Pitt Rivers Museum, 2018a), works with the University of Oxford Equality and Diversity Unit to recruit paid Community Ambassadors – students with lived experience in areas connected to the museum collection and projects. This has included a Community Ambassador for Syrian Refugees, working on the Multaka Oxford project, and multiple Ambassadors focused on Black inclusion in the museum, now focused on the Windrush Group projects (Pitt Rivers Museum, 2018b). By providing payment for their role, the museum acknowledges the wealth of their expertise and networks and starts to re-evaluate its organisational culture.
Hiring diversity projects, however, should not just include entry-level or so-called ‘unskilled’ staff (hospitality and estates staff, for example), but also leadership positions within the organisation. Jennings and Jones-Rizzi (2017) note in their work the percentage of board roles in museums and related industries, and the dramatic difference in white staff versus BME staff. Without changes to the structures that maintain the status quo, museums will not be able to adapt to their increasingly diverse communities. Community involvement can only cover internal stagnation for so long, and change cannot be made without considering staffing (Jennings and Jones-Rizzi, 2017). To quote the Museums Association Code of Ethics (2020b, p. 3), ‘Ethical reflection is an essential part of everyday museum practice’. While this is referring to a review of collections and information, it should also apply to broader principles within the museum, including the principles of those in charge of the organisation.
All of these processes are likely to take time but could have a profound impact on the sector as a whole, never mind the individual museums. Successful schemes have shown that unrepresented people want to be involved in museums, but perhaps feel they are unable to. Further support for existing staff will help maintain those new staff members in heritage roles. Changes at board-level will take even longer, but museums should consider the work they can do to increase applicants from the breadth of their diverse community, including offers for mentorship and application support.

Conclusion
Overall, museums are doing work to adapt to their diverse audiences – and, indeed, they do not have a choice but to engage with these processes. However, what is being done depends on each museum and the scope that they have chosen to involve their community, as there is little policy to support their decisions. This is a good thing – no two museums are the same and forcing all to complete the same work would not be productive. However, this also allows some museums to do the minimum (or nothing) when it comes to making change, furthering the stereotype that museums do not care about their community, outside of the middle- and upper-class white family.
Even where museums are doing work towards diverse audiences, there is a struggle to find a universal focus. There is no agreement about which communities are the focus of national effort, leading to some communities (in terms of their location) being under-supported by their museum. Some groups suggest focusing on immigrant families; some say the ageing population; others say disabled people; or that the focus should be on the growing BME population. Some museums prefer to focus on an area specific to them, for example, the Cornwall Museums Partnership working with the ‘Cornish National Minority’ (MA, 2020a, p. 20), while others choose their work based on the exhibitions taking place. Some museums have seen a great impact, while others have not.
There is also a strong belief present in museum literature about how audience engagement, particularly focused on diversifying audiences, can benefit the museum financially. This could be related to the groups involved, where funding is available for specific work with those groups – for example, with refugees and non-European immigrant families (MA, 2018). However, there is also a large weight put on institutional value and reputation, suggesting that work on diversifying an audience will place bring attention to the museum, supporting grant requests and highlighting their work to private funding organisations (Cerquetti 2016; Mihelj, Leguina and Downey 2019).
While this is not inherently bad, it does reflect the strong need for a why when making change, which can be seen in the must Museums Association writing. Museums need to tangibly benefit from the partnership to feel it is worth pursuing, rather than working for the sole benefit of their community.
Many museums are completing work to engage themselves with the community and developing strategies to work with a rapidly diversifying audience. They have little choice – audiences are diversifying, and museums will need to keep up or lose their position within their community. To return to this Museums Association guidance:
The next decade will require all museums to consider how they can use their collections to appeal to a growing and diverse audience. (MA 2019, p. 4)
Even if the statement of ‘the next decade’ is just a suggestion, museums do have a time limit to get this work right. The majority are moving towards this point, but there will always be scope for more, simply due to the breadth of work that needs to be done. 
Overall, there is most certainly more that can be done, as some museums move rapidly ahead with their engagement, while others lag. However, most museums must be completing audience work, otherwise, they would not survive the rapidly changing demographics of the UK. Through democratisation, they develop strong exhibitions and principles, which can impact recruitment and revolutionise a museum’s structure. Through outreach and activism, museums take their place as cultural and community powerhouses, able to support great change when needed for the betterment of society.
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