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Preface

The ICOM Code of Ethics was written to provide a set of basic rules for museums and museum staff.
Those rules are now recognised and accepted by museums across the world and are considered an
indispensable reference in the museum sector. Many countries refer to the ICOM Code of Ethics in their
national museum policy guidelines.

Museums are different and work with very dissimilar themes. A set of general rules that has been devised
to be applicable for museums across the world can therefore not provide in-depth guidance on all the
issues that museums deal with. This suggests a need for further exploration of museum ethics.

The evolving societal role of museums raises new ethical problems. Within ICOM Norway we have seen
that this creates new challenges with respect to the contemporary documentation of controversial themes,
especially when presenting the stories of individuals. In order to address these challenges, we have invited
a group of authors to delve deeper into this theme. We have also asked employees of Norwegian museums
about how they work with ethically fraught issues and what they have learnt from their experiences. The
result is this publication.

I would like to direct special thanks to the project manager, Kathrin Pabst, whose tremendous capacity
for work and great enthusiasm has been a driving force in this work. Her experience from working on a
doctoral thesis, and the discussion of museum work on sensitive themes in the thesis itself, has provided
an important professional foundation for the project. A big thank you also to the other two members of
the editorial committee: board member in ICOM Norway, Eva D. Johansen, and the Executive Council’s
representative on ICOM’s Ethics Committee, Merete Ipsen. I also wish to thank the authors, Roy Heibo,
Nina Planting Meglmann, Mari @sthaug Meystad, Marianne A. Olsen, and Heidi Stenvold. Finally, I
would like to say thank you to all who responded to the survey and thus contributed to insights about
ethical challenges in Norwegian museums, as well as Hans Philip Einarsen and Mari S. Mathiesen, both
of whom participated in the initial phase of the project.

ICOM Norway invites museum employees to use this publication in their work — and to continue the
discussion about ethical challenges. We at ICOM Norway have selected one theme. Society is in constant
change and this raises new issues for museums. It provides a foundation for new discussions — and
perhaps also a need to revise and amplify the Code of Ethics.

Paal Mork
Chairman
ICOM Norway
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Towards new relations
between the museum
and society

BY KATHRIN PABST, EVA D. JOHANSEN AND MERETE IPSEN

Museums today are increasingly dynamic actors that work to contribute to
positive societal development. They ask critical questions about established
truths, highlight current social challenges, and bring out voices that have been
forgotten. Today’s museum staff often work with their local communities, and see
personal narratives from individuals as important contributions. This work is still
new and demanding, in several ways. This publication presents issues experienced
by museum employees, with particular attention to ethical challenges they

have encountered in their work. We hope this book might contribute to a
discussion of what is required to facilitate the everyday work of museum staff and
professionalise their important work even further.



Towards new relations between the museum and society

Originally, museums were places for beautiful
and rare objects, collected by wealthy people

or powerful institutions. Such collections were
opened to visitors, who could marvel, amuse

or delight themselves with what they saw.
Along with the democratisation of society, the
community — the nation, the town, the place

— became interested in setting up collections
that would reflect their own art, culture and
nature. Over the years, museums have gradually
developed from ornamental collections into
something more, something greater, more diverse
and complex. Collections have been framed by
larger contexts, and the general population has
been invited to contribute with information on
background, usage and signification. This has
gradually started to include personal narratives
about living conditions, everyday customs, and
cultural practices in a region.

Over the past 15 to 20 years we have seen a

new shift in museums across the world. More
and more institutions engage with current social
topics that provoke debate, and policy guidelines
encourage museums to become dynamic actors in
society. Through raising critical questions about
established truths and addressing current social
challenges, museums are acquiring the capacity
to contribute to a positive societal development,
and help create a society where as many voices as
possible can be heard.

This is particularly significant for museums in

an increasingly globalized landscape, in which
population groups move from place to place —
from countryside to town, and from country to
country. Social groups emerge when fellowships
are formed on the basis of shared values.
Individual narratives about social life have found
their way to museums and are being documented.
Belonging to a group reinforces identities by
way of mutual mirroring, but it also involves
positioning in terms of perceived differences
from others. When museums invite personal
narratives, they may also invite conflicts between
groups into the space of the museum.

The social relevance of a museum depends on
finding the best solutions for mirroring diversity
in all its nuances. Yet current social themes
might also be bound up with taboo-laden and
controversial aspects of the local community
that most people are loath to speak about or even
acknowledge. Museum projects about war events,
sexual abuse, practices within closed institutions,
poverty, mental illness or alcohol abuse, might
challenge the sense of identity of certain
individuals or groups in a local community. Such
themes therefore require special consideration
and individual solutions.

Museums today want to and shall be active in the
society of which they are a part. They desire to
play a role in society and work together with the
population.



“It is an overarching objective
that museums should reflect

the society of which they are a
part. Museums are important
disseminators of assumptions in
a modern democratic society and
should have an engaged societal
role.”

This citation from the Norwegian Government
White Paper No. 49, page 123, summarises
policies, from the late 1990s, from political
authorities to the Norwegian museums. In a
framework memorandum about the societal

role of museums from Arts Council Norway,
societal role is defined as forms of innovative and
pioneering engagement in terms of the museum’s
core responsibilities.! By including groups that
have been overlooked or forgotten, engaging

in closer dialogue with the local population,
questioning established truths, and highlighting
challenges in today’s society, museums can

and should contribute to a positive societal
development.

After innovation follows investigation, and many
Norwegian museums are in this phase today. An
increasing number of exhibitions and publications
now deal with sensitive and controversial themes,
both in Norway and abroad.? The Norwegian
Museum Association dedicated its annual
meeting in 2014t o the theme “Ethics.” In 2015
this was followed by the concept of “Freedom,”
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which was explored in lectures, workshops and
a conference on the societal role of museums,
under the auspices of Arts Council Norway.

The BREAK-group, which used to address
controversial themes and taboos has certainly
been closed down, but Arts Council Norway has
established a new program for the societal role
of museums, which funds nearly 20 projects
with the individual in focus. Those projects

are inclusive, illuminate society’s forgotten
aspects, and develop methods and strategies for
museums to influence and participate in public
discussions to a greater extent. Over 40 projects
applied for funding in 2015, which shows that
more and more museums are prioritising work on
societally relevant subject matter. Museum work
on human rights, social justice and democracy
has intensified in many countries across the
world, and a network of museums that want to
work more with these themes has recently been
established in Norway.

This publication is a contribution to this ongoing
process. Becoming a dynamic societal actor
requires substantial time and energy from

the individual museum worker, but it can be
tremendously rewarding to see the impact one’s
work has on individuals as well as the museum’s
area of expertise. Also, continuous reflection is
essential for being able to decide which stories
should be told, how to place them in a larger
context, how to best communicate with visitors
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and, not least, how to meet the different needs of
the individuals one works with.

Such work involves both practical action

and moral consideration. All work requires
continual reflection on the values that should be
foregrounded in order to contribute to a positive
development in society. How can one preserve
these values when working with individuals,
and what educational strategies can make the
audience reflect on them?

Ethical and moral reflections on values, and
concrete choices of action, are essential elements
of every museum employee’s working day.
Ethical guidance for museums — large and

small, the world over — is given by ICOM, The
International Council of Museums, whose Code
of Ethics consists of basic guidelines for good
museum practice. The Code gives general advice
and promotes values such as well-being, social
development, tolerance and respect, but provides
less guidance in terms of many real challenges
that have been brought by new, socially relevant
museum practices. Until now the Code has
broadly concerned the management of objects
and collections; but in recent years, as museums
have been challenged to become active societal
institutions, they have had to deal with problems
that are not directly covered by the existing
Code. We therefore see a need for a better
understanding of more recent museum practices,

and would like to encourage to pay particular
attention to these problems.

Ethics is about dwelling in a field of possibilities,
and desiring to do good. In the boundary

area between the realms of law (that which

one shall not or cannot do) and ethics (that
which it is desirable and possible to do), and

in the understanding of this difference, lies

the opportunity for museums to contribute to
change.?

Challenges and possibilities
in cooperation with individuals
and groups

One of the methods museums have developed
for work on social themes is to cooperate

with individuals in order to present personal
experience. While individual stories were
previously mostly used as examples that could
confirm a larger story, the objective today is often
to promote alternative voices bearing witness

to society’s variety and complexity. Sometimes
they creates a conflict with the larger story;
sometimes they lend it a degree of subtlety

by adding experiences from everyday life. As
museums wish to improve their social relevance,
personal narratives can help bring forth aspects
of contemporary and past society which have had
and still have consequences for both individuals
and groups.



Research demonstrates that it can be helpful

for people who have been through difficult
experiences, who have not been heard, or have
been abused, to tell their story at a museum.
Individuals who are well received by museum
staff may feel uplifted and willing to help others
by sharing their own story. Visitors, for their
part, are able to learn more through hearing
fellow human beings talk about their experiences
— empathy can lead to greater learning.* As a
mediator between individuals who tell their
stories and the museum’s audience who should
learn from them, museum staff are responsible
for making sure that many different needs

are met.

This kind of work currently exposes museum
employees to a number of moral challenges.
Museum staff need to find the right balance
between the needs of the individual and those

of the visitor, between subjective and objective
truth, between their own competence and
external competence, between the use of personal
judgement and established guidelines.’

What is the situation in Norwegian museums
today? How widespread is the work on

themes that are relevant, difficult, sensitive or
controversial in contemporary society? How
important are personal narratives in this context?
What challenges do employees find the most
difficult — and are the results worth their effort?
In cooperation with Vest-Agder Museum, ICOM
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Norway decided to assess the scope of this work,
and produce an overview of the most common
challenges from the point of view of museum
staff. In late 2015, a comprehensive survey was
conducted, and the results are presented in the
next chapter.

In order to obtain a detailed picture of what the
challenges encompass, we have invited five
employees, from four museums, to write about
the work at their own institution. The focus of
each chapter is an actual project or series of
projects with the same objective, placed in a
larger context, and described in detail. How are

a museum’s “societal role” and being a societal
actor interpreted by the museum? What did the
staff experience, and what consequences did their
experiences have for their work and subsequent
projects? What was particularly demanding — and
rewarding?

Marianne A. Olsen at Perspektivet Museum

in Tromse describes experiences from
documentation and exhibition work with religious
groups in the local community. What happens
when something as personal as religious faith is
brought into the exhibition space? And what is
the best possible way to do this? She concludes
that trust, good communication and good
routines surrounding the approval of material

are essential. It is also extremely important that
management creates the appropriate environment
to support this type of work.
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Roy Heibo writes about the experiences of
Ryfylke Museum, in Rogaland, which in

the course of 20 years has documented the
interactions between refugees and a small local
community. The work began after the wave of
refugees in the 1990s fleeing the war in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, and resulted in many projects and
even more reflection on terms such as “we”

and “they.” The article underlines that refugees
consist of groups that are as heterogeneous

and have as many different attitudes as ethnic
Norwegians. The museum’s experiences amply
demonstrate the capacity of museums to function
as catalysts for increased dialogue between ethnic
groups, and the great importance of such work
for integration.

The next chapter concerns experiences with
archival material and ethical issues about
making it accessible. Heidi Stenvoll and

Nina Planting Melmann, researchers at

the Gjenreisningsmuseum, the Museum of
Reconstruction in Hammerfest, examine the
civil population during war and reconstruction.
During their collection, analysis and utilisation of
available written sources, and interview material
from eyewitnesses, they encountered a number
of ethical challenges. What material can be made
public in a local community, where the majority
know each other, and each other’s parents and
grandparents? How close should the contact
between informants be, and how far shall one go
to meet their wishes? And not least, how shall

one cooperate with the media when disseminating
new information while protecting the museum’s
informants?

This is followed by reflections on work
engaging one of Norway’s national minorities,
the Norwegian Traveller people. In chapter
four, Mari ©. Meystad of Glomdal Museum
writes about a long collaboration between
representatives of the Travellers and museum
employees, both on a permanent exhibition and
various educational and interpretive activities.
While the desire and ambition to collaborate and
participate were mutual, the expectations about
what this involved, in practice, turned out to be
ambiguous, dissimilar and in perpetual change.
The museum’s notion of a minority group as
relatively homogenous was challenged, along
with the assumption that the museum could be
a neutral place that would could refrain from
presenting its own opinions or attitudes.

The publication concludes with an article
discussing the background and content of ICOM’s
Code of Ethics and the new museum ethics as they
currently stand. This article is the most theoretical
one, and considers the time delay between new
regulations and the challenges that arise for a
museum profession in continual change. Do we
stand before something radically new in terms of
our practice and thinking, or do the new trends in
current museum ethics essentially follow the same
mechanisms as before?



Our survey and detailed articles about work

with the societal role at selected museums are

a good indication of the breadth of experience
museum staff have acquired. All the reflection,
collegial discussion, exchange of information
and debates at seminars and courses have created
new knowledge which, in turn, has been tested,
refined, adapted or changed. This experience and
new knowledge should be made available to as
many museum employees as possible, so that

we can learn from each other, give each other
constructive criticism along the way, and build
new knowledge. Our objective must be to fulfil
our roles as dynamic societal actors in the best
possible way.

Toward further professionalisation

Many studies and theories indicate that the
experience acquired by members of a profession
are the driving force behind the profession’s
development. It is ultimately the actions of
individuals that shape the profession from the
inside, and therefore also play a key role in
shaping the profession’s response to the political
tasks given to it. In a longer perspective, the work
routines developed by those who experience
particular situations will become the practice and
mentality of the profession itself, and this will
influence how the political tasks are handled.
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This applies in the highest degree also for the
museum profession. New policies have led

to museums beginning to work more actively
with the challenges one sees in contemporary
society; challenges that influence people at a
deeply personal level. After twenty years, many
employees have acquired experience in the
role of dynamic societal actor, which already
influence our ordinary working day and that
of others, as well as decisions that are made in
future projects.

Our wish is that this publication can

be a contribution on the way to further
professionalisation. The survey and articles

have revealed distinctive needs: for training,

for greater internal integration of the work,

and a greater understanding of how much time
cooperative projects involve. Since they have
also revealed how rewarding and useful this work
is for museum staff, the museums they work at
and the local community they work with, we
hope that many of the suggestions for action will
be implemented.

It is of course important to keep our focus on
maintaining an acute moral awareness in this
important work. Such awareness, however,
appears to be present in the highest degree. A
more urgent challenge might therefore be to make
arrangements for a simpler ordinary working

day for the staff working on this kind of project,
where they function as mediators between
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individuals who contribute personal narratives
and the audience that will learn from them. The
better the working environment is adapted to the
capacity to act as dynamic societal actors, the
more — and better — museum staff can carry out
their work. In return, this will lead to museums
becoming better able to fulfil their objective,

to contribute more fully to a positive societal
development.
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Valuable, challenging and
becoming established

Results from a survey

BY KATHRIN PABST

ICOM Norway has spent a long time reflecting on the new ethical problems

that arise when museums assume an active role in society. In 2015, we had the
opportunity to conduct a staff survey in Norwegian museums. In what follows, the
account of their experiences in the survey is presented and discussed.
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ICOM Norway had long wished to invite

staff from Norwegian museums to share their
experiences of socially oriented museum work,
and compile them in a publication. Later, we

had the idea of mapping the scope of such work
within Norwegian museums, and producing an
overview of the most common challenges from
the perspective of museum staff. We wanted to
understand the factors that appeared to influence
the work most — in a positive or negative manner.

A related objective was to create a foundation

for preparing a training program that could help
museum employees become more aware of and
confident in their own competence. In 2015, we
were given the opportunity to conduct this survey
in cooperation with Vest-Agder Museum. The
timing has been perfect, in view of the intense
activity in the field of ethics currently underway
at Norwegian museums.'

The responses to the survey are presented in

the following section. 40 museum employees,
from 22 different institutions, including
directors, department managers, conservators
and educators, have taken the time to complete
the extensive questionnaire. Some have given
short answers, and others have been extremely
detailed, using many extra pages to elaborate on
their opinions.

RESPONSES

PART 1:

Interpretation and the importance
of work with the societal role

The societal role of museums is a core concept
in most documents concerning cultural policy,
and museums are encouraged to be dynamic
societal actors. The interpretation of what this
actually involves is left to the discretion of
individual museums. Relevant aspects which are
highlighted in various documents are: dialogue
with the surroundings, challenging visitors
emotionally and intellectually, and promoting an
understanding of a diverse society with different
voices.

The first questions in the survey attempted to
determine what the individual saw as essential
for work with the societal role, and how core
concepts were interpreted.

What do you think the role of museums as
dynamic societal actors involves?

Around 80 percent of the respondents said that
they addressed current themes in exhibitions,
events and newspaper contributions. This
involved a dialogue with and a focus on the
surroundings, so that museums could be
innovative when responding to the needs of the
outside world, and as up-to-date and attentive
to identity formation as possible. This also
required a professional approach: “To provide



research based background material and give
evidence for the selection of points of view.”
Approximately 40 percent of the respondents
indicated that all work in this field ought to

be based on the special competence within

the institution and above all on the museum’s
collections. 20 percent of the respondents thought
that only the institution’s own research results
and collections should be used to illuminate
current themes. This group argued that the focus
on the particular institution’s core tasks was the
basis of everything else, and that it is precisely
this which is the societal role. Approximately 20
percent specifically linked the museum’s role as
an engaged societal actor to work with sensitive
and controversial themes, as well as its capacity
to engage and challenge the public emotionally.

A few respondents problematised the difference
between the terms societal role and societal actor
directly:

“The societal role can be understood in
terms of our traditional tasks: to collect,
conserve, educate etc. As societal actors
the museum can choose to use its power to
work with silent groups, difficult themes

— everything we learnt from the BREAK-
project.”

Approximately 20 percent of the respondents
stressed that museums must retain their character
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of value-neutral meeting places which do not
advance a position or put forward opinions of
their own, beyond presenting different viewpoints
and voices from the community.

Do you agree that it is important for
museums to take on this role?

Without exception, all respondents agreed that
museums should be dynamic societal actors.
Most argued that this was because museums are
publicly financed and therefore have a duty to

be up-to-date and relevant. One respondent said
museums needed to “justify their existence,” and
this represents the essence of what many pointed
out. Several respondents suggested that museums
should perform an internal evaluation of the roles
it should have, and that it should based on the
museum’s core tasks:

“It is important that museums take on this
role, but there are many ways to preserve
the role of dynamic societal actor. Such a
role ought to derive from the museum’s
distinctive mandate, and not be made to
fit definitions of societal relevance outside
the institution. Even so, it is important

to re-evaluate the museum’s mandate
continuously.”
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Many respondents used the occasion to underline
that there are, as yet, too few museum employees
that dare take on this role, even though they have
a golden opportunity in terms of their position:

“Museum employees are some of the last
free souls in this country. Many of us have
safe and secure jobs. We ought to use our
position much more actively.”

How important are the concepts freedom of
expression, responsibility to speak out, and
self-censorship in this context, and how do
you interpret them?

All but two respondents thought that these

were important concepts. The answers from

the 38 respondents who believed the concepts
were important, gave evidence of different
understandings of their meaning. Several
respondents argued that they are connected to a
type of “editorial responsibility.” Most of them
were familiar with freedom of expression. But
the responsibility to speak out was interpreted
either as a responsibility to express oneself or as
responsibility for what one says. Self-censorship
was interpreted as negative in the sense that we
are too critical and therefore limit ourselves,

and simultaneously as positive in that we
comprehensively and critically evaluate what we
do and why we choose to do something. Some
respondents, however, understood the concepts in
a totally different way, or wrote that they did not
know what they meant. Several of them pointed

out that the concepts should be debated internally,
so that a common understanding might inform
discussions.

“The concepts are probably expressed
implicitly rather than explicitly. Freedom
of expression is perhaps obvious, and
only becomes a theme when the limits
are threatened. But from experience

we can say that, in such cases, other
aspects may be brought up instead of

a lack of freedom of expression, such

as financial limitations, doubt about
sufficient audience support, a reliance
established practices etc. I do not think
that freedom of expression is either
challenged or threatened at the museum.
The responsibility to speak out is about
reflecting critically on our educational
activities and communication, so that

we do not offend groups or individuals
unnecessarily. This is an essential aspect
of the museum’s thinking, and can
perhaps lead to a measure of self-restraint.
Responsibility to speak out can also reflect
one’s own prejudices about supposedly
“weak” or “marginalised” groups, that
can carry a tinge of paternalism. Self-
censorship is apparent when employees
does not, for example, offer suggestions
or state their opinion for fear of negative
reactions or based on the experience that
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‘it is no use””’. Personally I try not to censor

myself, but elements of resignation exist.”

The other four questions in the first part of the
survey dealt with how the work was embedded
within the museum and who had the main
responsibility for seeing to that it was carried out.

How is your work with the societal role
integrated in the organisation?

Half of the 40 respondents answered that the
work was well integrated, both in writing and
verbally. Ten of them said that the work was
slightly integrated, five that it was only indirectly
present, and five that the work was not embedded
in the organisation.

These answers suggest that it is first and foremost
the employees in leadership roles who believe
that the work with the societal role is solidly
integrated within the organisation. Project

staff pointed out more often that the internal
integration was not good enough. Furthermore,
the answers indicated that the process of
integration has not necessarily come the farthest
in the larger organisations.

Who has the overall responsibility
for how the role is executed
(director/board/employee)?

Most thought that the management committee
or director had the overall responsibility, but
in some cases it was argued that the individual
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employee had the primary responsibility. The
latter was particularly the case in smaller
museums.

Who should have the overall responsibility?
Here, respondents mentioned “The management,”
“the board and director,” “the director and
management group” and “the manager in
cooperation with the staff.” Many supplementary
comments indicated that internal integration is a
core issue, not least because of the responsibility
that goes along with it:

“The overarching responsibility lies with
the board, and subsequently with the
director. This means that the museum
board should assume a much more
strategic position, that management must
follow up and make this more concrete.
Consequently, this is also a role that the
individual employee must fill. But to get
to that point, it must first be integrated,
reinforced and influenced by the
management.”

Is the workplace organised in such

a way that the staff can work with
controversial or sensitive themes?
Despite 50 percent indicating that the work was
well integrated in the organisation, the responses
to this question showed that this does not
necessarily mean that the working environment
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is organised so as to allow the individual staff
member to work with these themes. 30 percent
responded that it was well organised, especially
with regard to the independence of action for the
individual staff members. 30 percent responded
that it was somewhat organised, and referred

to internal discussions that had been helpful in
that process. 20 percent of the informants said
that it was not organised at all and that they felt
that they did not receive any manner of support,
while 20 percent specifically mentioned that they
were completely dependent on the initiative,
competence and personality of individual
employees in terms of whether or how such
themes could be explored.

Here it is possible to discern significant
differences between large and small institutions.
The more staff and the larger the professional
technical environment at a museum’s disposal,
the greater the opportunities for training, follow
up, organising the workplace, and team work:

“The employees must have great freedom
to approach their tasks once the theme and
issues to be explored have been agreed
upon. However, work with controversial
and sensitive subject matter requires a
thorough discussion beforehand. The
education/background of the museum’s
employees provides a good foundation

for working with restricted material and
gathering material of a sensitive nature.

It is important that the manager follows
up employees who are to work with

such topics, sees to it that they have
sufficient competence and preferably
experience with it, contributes to building
up competence in that field, and ensures
that there is the process is continuously
followed up. Regulations, framework
licences, agreements and contracts are
established, but must be submitted to
quality control and perhaps regularly
adjusted and in relation to each project.
The scope of the employee’s freedom to
act should be thoroughly discussed before
a project of this nature is initiated, so

that one is prepared for difficulties that
can arise. One needs to have considered
how these will be followed up. Is there an
adequate administrative and professional
system in place, to what extent should
one be involved with informants, and how
should difficult subjects be presented?”

The fear of negative reactions, internal and
external, appears to create constaint in smaller
institutions. For one respondent, the workplace
is inadequately organised to support this work.
Instead, there is

“a fear of giving offence and being

too controversial. This is not just a
management problem, but supported by a
large part of the culture.”



Who works with this/has this position, and
with what type of work and responsibilities?
Approximately 15 percent of the informants
stated that no one works with controversial

or sensitive subject matter in their own
institution, while 25 percent said that this is the
responsibility of a large, composite group of
employees with different areas of competence.
Museums who employ their own photographer
and archivist tend to include them in groups

who work with these matters. The management
of collections and use of objects is further
mentioned. More practical considerations such as
availability and motivation also seem to influence
who works with subjects of social relevance:

“We do not have a separate position
connected to sensitive or controversial
themes. Neither do I think we should

have one, since the work with this type

of subject matter is inextricably linked to
the practice of the role of the museum in
general. It is something the entire museum
ought to work with.”

This is reiterated in the responses of the
remaining 60 percent of informants — a group is
formed for each project and is led by the one with
the greatest competence, time and motivation.
Usually these are the educators, conservators and
managers. The smaller the institution, the more
frequently the manager takes a leading role.
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PART 2:

Work with sensitive themes in one’s
own museum

Cooperation with individuals and groups in
the local community has been a natural part
of the museum's work with contemporary
documentation for several decades. In recent
years, work on controversial or sensitive subjects
has been more visibly promoted in and of itself,
for example through Arts Council Norway s
BREAK-project.

The objective is to challenge the audience to
critically reflect on subjects that are unpleasant
confront. In this work personal narratives

are often used. The collection of material, the
personal meeting with people who recount
difficult memories, and not least the evaluation
of how this material shall be communicated to a
greater audience, can be demanding for everyone
involved.

This part asked respondents to outline and
describe work on sensitive themes at their own
institutions, both by way of introduction at a
general level, and thereafter in more detail in the
light of specific projects. The first questions were
of a general nature.
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Do you see a difference between
contemporary documentation and work on
current social themes? If so, what?

Two thirds of the respondent perceived a
difference, one third did not. The majority,
however, were aware that there was also a degree
of overlap:

“Contemporary documentation can be an
umbrella term that includes current social
topics. And an exhibition can address

a contemporary social topic without

for that reason being contemporary
documentation.”

“Contemporary documentation is often
connected with current social themes,

but it doesn’t need to be connected to the
latest newspaper headlines. Contemporary
documentation can also be done in order
to find more sources for future research.”

When distinctions were made between the two
concepts, this sometimes referred to the aim of
the project, the time period, and the degree of
reactions one could receive:

“Contemporary documentation is about
documenting the present time. Current
social topics can be about ethical
dilemmas that are more independent of
time and place.”

“The way I understand contemporary
documentation is that it is more general,
and can include everything from taking
care of the archive of the shop on

the street corner, to documenting the
contemporaneity of one’s own institution.
Current social themes are, in my view,
connected to themes that can be political,
that can end up in the media and create
controversy.”

To what extent does the work of your own
museum include cooperation with the local
inhabitants and/or individuals?

This question was somewhat unclearly
formulated since different cooperative partners
are usually part of the local population, and
since many forms of museum work are naturally
based on extensive cooperation with different
parties. Many individuals have remarked on this,
and on the museums’ natural role as a dialogue
institution that to a large degree focuses attention
on the surroundings.

80 percent of the respondents mentioned
extensive cooperation with different groups

from the local community, such as institutions,
individuals, professionals, social clubs, local
history associations, or artists. Many also
mentioned resource groups. More than 20 percent
of the respondents said that there was little



general cooperation with the local inhabitants
as a consequence of their national mandate to
preserve a concrete theme or field of work.

Cooperation with regard to sensitive or
controversial themes was, for many, too difficult
to achieve. Some indicated that the local
community was not receptive to themes that were
perceived as so sensitive or controversial as to

be almost taboo. 25 percent of the respondents
said that there was little cooperation on such
themes, 10 percent believed that there was some
cooperation, and 15 percent that there was a great
deal of cooperation, including on difficult topics.
In this case, the size of the local community

was a factor — the larger the town and the local
community, the simpler it was to engage with
difficult subjects.

Additional information on each large
project in the past five to ten years

In order to protect the anonymity of respondents,
neither the actual projects nor the key challenges
are reported here. The challenges are nonetheless
summarised in the following parts of the survey.

80 percent of the respondents described one or
more projects in more detail; several dozens of
projects in total. Several respondents stated that
it was impossible to mention everyone they had
worked with. The detailed project descriptions
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provide insight into the complexity of the
projects, and the connection between internal and
external challenges.

PART 3:

Summary of the key challenges
National and international studies show

that many museum employees face the same
challenges in their work with sensitive themes.
They are all related to the necessity of balancing
the needs of different parties; the individual,
community, owner, employee or oneself.

Examples of common challenges are: balanacing
the needs/wishes of the individual versus the
public’s expectations that exhibitions should be
fact-based; figuring out how subjective narratives
can be incorporated into a broader frame of
reference, assessing one’s own competence

in comparison to the competence of others;

and the need to have room for making one's

own decisions versus the imperative to follow
guidelines.

This part focussed on the challenges which had
emerged, how the individual had experienced
them, and how they had been met internally by
the institution. A considerable number of different
challenges and methods of handling them were
mentioned. The key challenges and responses
will be summarised below.
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What challenges appeared in your own
work and what were the consequences for
you, the museum and others who were
involved?

Most informants mentioned internal disagreement
or criticism within the museum as their main
challenge, followed by limited resources in
terms of time, money or staffing, as well as
challenges when collaborating with individuals
and professionals. The latter referred both

to individuals who put too high demands on
them, or who gave them insufficient response.
Other challenges including respondents having
insufficient competence to fulfil a role, being met
with a large degree of internal suspicion or being
given too little attention, being too frightened,
receiving too little support, or getting into
conflicts with other parties.

“The greatest challenges were the critical
voices within the museum. There were
big debates and communication was not
always good. (...) The feeling that in the
organisation we are working behind each
others’ backs, that we do not trust each
other, do not openly ask critical questions
to the project group, is not good.”

“In terms of (...) the project, it was in
many ways demanding. It was partly
difficult to be accepted as being neutral.
There was a great deal of suspicion
whether one supported the other party. In

some cases you would receive threats if
you wrote this or that.”

Most respondents mentioned that the result

of the project first and foremost depended

on who worked on it and how its internal
communication functioned. That answer was
given by respondents regardless of their position
or assignment.

“The decisive factor when addressing
difficult themes is often the manner in
which one approaches the questions. It is
often necessary to have some experience,
both in terms of the desire to raise such
topics, and the ability to attend to the
needs and feelings etc. of the participants.
Such experience requires a degree of
specialisation, and consequently people
may think that some are better suited than
others (despite having taken courses). This
can potentially conflict with the principle
of broad participation, democratisation
etc.”

“I have often had the feeling that my

own competence and experience are not
entirely adequate, and a lot of time can be
spent trying things out and making it up as
you go along.”



“In some projects where several

museums have cooperated in designing
and mounting exhibitions, it has been a
challenge when participants disagreed

on the needs of the involved individuals/
cooperative partners in terms of the extent
to which they should be able to speak

for themselves and to what extent the
staff should direct or interpret what they
wanted to convey.”

The last comment in particular refers to
communication within the project group and how
to solve possible disagreements.

What do you believe is the main reason for
these challenges?

Most respondents cited inadequate internal
organisation to support this type of work,
inadequate leadership, insufficient competence
and preparation, excessive fear about the
reactions of others or underestimating resource
requirements. As this is a core part of the survey,
a number of quotations have been reproduced,
which all demonstrate that the informants had a
clear sense of the crucial factors. The quotations
also reflect one of the survey’s unequivocal
findings: that it is the employees who implement
the projects who experience the challenges most
deeply, and who are consequently the ones who
have reflected most on their nature of them.
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“I believe that it is our organisational
culture which makes us distrust each

other and fail to cooperate, which is our
main challenge. (...) Discussions quickly
become personal and often turn irrational.”

“Emotions are triggered. You aren’t
prepared for the feelings and reactions that
come up because of this.”

“Museum employees do not necessarily
have the right qualifications for intimate
meetings with people with personal
problems. Challenges connected to
cooperating with people who have another
professional qualification happen because
people have too little respect for each
others’ disciplines.”

“One is working with extremely personal
narratives, and the storyteller needs
courage to tell them. Of course, this
courage sometimes fails.”

“We have not (yet?) explored anything
in depth. Our changing directors have
not shown any interest in controversial
themes.”

“Lack of a common strategy, fear of doing
challenging things, and a general attitude
about being “value neutral” and not being
provocative/causing disagreement.”
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How were the challenges addressed?
Answering the question of how the challenges
were addressed, most respondents stated that

this was done through reflection in the course

of the project, as well as discussions and
successive initiatives within the project group and
institution. External competence was also sought,
more resources were allocated to the project,
hoped that things would get better with time,

and tried to make aims and procedures made
concrete.

“The actual criticism was handled by

the use of focus groups, to ensure that

we were speaking to the right audience

in the right way, by contact with health
professionals, by contact with the
emergency telephone service for children
etc. This criticism helped push the project
in a positive direction. It was the more
indirect, unspoken internal criticism that
was difficult to get hold of and difficult to
handle.”

Was there internal agreement about the
solution or were there different suggestions
for addressing the issues?

Most responded that there was no disagreement,
or that one worked hard to find solutions together
that everyone could agree on. But som stated that
the disagreement could not be resolved, and that
the project was then put on hold or cancelled:

“There was substantial internal
disagreement and internal elements
worked up until the last moment to have
the exhibition removed from the program.
But suggestions for a solution, other than
it should not be shown, were not given.”

“There was no agreement,. and probably
different solutions. But this is unclear
since there has been little focus on this
problem.”

Is it rewarding to work with sensitive
themes? If so, how and to what extent?
Most respondents thought the work was valuable.
Half of them answered that it was enriching for
their own development, that it was challenging

in the positive sense of the word, as well as
informative. 25 percent noted how important the
projects were for participants and visitors, and
12.5 percent believed that it had a positive effect
on the museum as an institution:

“Yes, because my own tolerance and
opinion on the matter was challenged.”

“Yes, it is rewarding. It creates a better
understanding for topical problem issues
in our own time, and gives insight. And

it inspires gratitude because one meets
engaged, grateful and involved informants
who are happy to have their voice heard.”



“Yes, it’s challenging, developing and
enriching as a person. It creates greater
understanding for the society one lives in
and is a part of.”

“Yes, absolutely. There are many ordinary
working days in traditional museum work
— but the project work has been powerful,
meaningful and has reminded us of what
we were actually doing in museums. Very
much so.”

“Yes, if I may be allowed to reformulate
this slightly and include the social role
of the museum in society, these projects
teach you problematise the role of the
museum in society.”

Is it stressful to work with sensitive topics?
How and to what extent?

At the same time that the work was considered
virtuous, important and enriching on several
levels, 80 percent of the informants stated that it
also involved certain stress factors. These were
related to employee’s lacking competence and
organisational “driving regulations,” internal
conflicts and poor organisation in terms of
laying a solid foundation for the work within the
institution, a high workload, an excessive degree
of unpredictability, and the powerful emotional
impact of the stories told by participants. Some
quotations may again clarify what is actually
meant by this:
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“It can be demanding to balance emotional
involvement with the necessary distance
to the individuals one involves/that the
topic is concerned with.”

“It is emotionally taxing in itself, because
they are difficult topics and stressful in
terms of relationships, because you create
a contact that should be preserved. If there
is a lack of adequate recognition within
the institution that this is important work
which takes time, your stress increases.”

“It can be extremely stressful. As the
project manager you often feel like the
“middleman” between the informants

and the museum. You feel a heavy
responsibility for those you have involved,
at the same time as it is important that you
manage to put together a good exhibition.
It is very complicated.”

“It was quite stressful to work with
educational activities for school classes
for those who did this. The attitudes which
some of the individual students expressed
were shocking — and we had daily
debriefings for those involved.”

“It can be stressful, and those involved
must sometimes weather the storm. This
stress can be heavy and destructive if you
feel that you stand alone. If the museum
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is united, if there is a though-out strategy
and a leadership group that is involved,
behind you, supportive and sometimes up
front, the stress is of an entirely different
nature. Then it might instead seem quite
meaningful.”

The last quotation yet again underlines one of

the main findings to which I will return in the
conclusion: the organisation of an appropriate
internal work environment to enable this work

in the museum — which also includes support
underway and from outside — is absolutely crucial
in terms of how enriching or stressful this kind of
work is considered to be.

PART 4:

Pitfalls and needs/requirements
Many respondents stated that what was required
was a better cultural integration of this work
within museums, training of the employees

and possibly a reassessment of the applicable
regulations in order to meet the challenges.

Part IV was intended to map out the needs and
corresponding measures that would assist and
inspire the individual to tackle (even more)
projects striving to fulfil the role of a dynamic
societal actor. A key objective of the survey was
to obtain a solid foundation for preparing a new
training package for employees to promote work
as a dynamic and fearless societal actor, and

again this is best demonstrated with the help of
quotations.

How do you evaluate the challenges related
to sensitive themes — how demanding

are they for the museum employees and
museums as institutions?

This question was intended to summarise the
more in-depth questions of the previous part of
the survey. 30 percent of the informants have
summarised the work as “demanding.”

“The greatest challenges we had were
internal. Even though management
completely supported the project, there
were many negative colleagues, who
above all made the project invisible. We
who worked on it received great support
both nationally and from international
circles (...). But within we felt the
deafening silence — and comments to the
effect that this was not something that a
museum should be doing.”

40 percent of the respondents answered that it

is obviously demanding, but that it becomes
easier if one is sufficiently prepared. The key
recommendations were to set aside enough time,
to plan and organise thoroughly, and to have
sufficient competence available.



“The museums should have a plan

of action for meeting reactions and
supporting co-workers, they should
establish guidelines for how to work
with such issues and create a support
function for the institution itself and for
co-workers.”

12.5 percent believed that the work was
unproblematic and the challenges were
overestimated:

“We see this as a natural part of our
ordinary working day, and do not see these
issues as challenges.”

“I believe that the challenges are often
overestimated, and that the expectations
that this is difficult are typically greater
than the problems which might actually
have arisen. It’s important no matter what
to feel secure in the work of one’s own
organisation.”

15 percent underlined the importance of the
individual employee’s competence, personality
and motivation:

“I believe (...) that a personal desire to
complete the work (...) is crucial for a
good result.”
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“It requires personal involvement and
commitment, which makes an awareness
of both one’s own and the institution’s
limitations extremely important.”

“It requires social intelligence, the

ability to understand the life and history
of others, patience, and the capacity to
tolerate being corrected when you make

a “mistake.” Put away the academic
attitudes and terms, and speak so that
people understand you. THEN after a long
time you can gain their confidence and
they show that they trust you.”

What do you believe are the greatest pitfalls
in this work?

Around 50 percent consider insufficient
preparation and resources to be the greatest
pitfalls. 30 percent indicate internal factors, such
as an inadequate integration of the work in the
organisati