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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a case study, written from my perspective as a new museum 

professional and museum educator. The work explores the museum as an institutional and 

community space and demonstrates how museum educators may understanding their role and the 

roles of their peers in a relational way with the aim of increased productivity. 

Using a contemporary university art museum as the setting, 14 of my museum colleagues, at 

least one from each department at the museum, and I discuss our understandings of: co-creation, 

collaboration, physical mental and social space individually and as a group. The questions that 

guide this study are: 

• What do art museum staff members communicate about their understanding of their roles 

in co-creative and collaborative education programming and museum exhibition design in 

contexts of relational space in the museum? 

• What indicators of internal dialogue are revealed in this exploration? 

•  What do these conversations uncover about staff understanding(s) of the spaces that they 

work in as relational? 

• What ideas arise regarding possible change for the museum’s approach to collaborative 

and co-creative education programming and museum exhibition design? 

I utilize case study and auto ethnography methods to create a relational accounting of my 

experience and to interpret how my understandings and perspective as a museum educator 

changed during this process. I collected data from 14 museum professionals at an art museum in 

the United States. The data included individual interviews, as well as two focus groups 

discussions, as well as my observations and reflections recorded as memos and photographs of 

my colleagues’ workspaces in my research journal.  
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I incorporate a conceptual frame grounded in theories of relational space from Martina Löw 

and Henri Lefebvre to guide this research. Significant themes in my analysis focus on 

understandings of co-creation, collaboration, physical space, mental space and social space in an 

art museum, as seen from the perspective of a novice museum educator. These understandings 

include properties that shape participant understandings of these in terms of untapped staff talent, 

the impact of power hierarchies in the museum’s internal structure, and staff members’ varied 

understandings of the museum visitor.  

  My analysis and interpretation of data presents my confrontation of personal assumptions 

entering the field from a professional program of study. These assumptions are regarding (1) the 

role and place of curators and artists within the museum space, (2) a shared understanding, 

among museum staff, of vocabulary that I studied as relevant to the field, (3) about how job titles 

outline and guide functioning roles in the museum. Furthermore, I identify three primary gaps 

that emerged in regard to the art museum’s internal communication and creation of space and 

that impacted its practice. These are (a) an inconsistent understanding or definition of the 

museum’s visitor, (b) vague understandings of staff roles and power, and (c) feelings of being 

voiceless or unrecognized for contributions to the creation of an exhibition. 

These findings and my reflections on them represent opportunities for new museum 

professionals and educators to strategically approach their transition from in-classroom learning 

to the workforce. These findings also present opportunities for novice and mentor museum 

educators to reimagine the formal and informal learning opportunities museums can offer those 

interested in a career in the museum sector and museum education. 
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CHAPTER 1: Setting the Scene 

Oh yes, I remember those books. It took me an entire semester to get them 
alphabetized, and a new inhaler to survive the dust. Has that chair always been 
there? Man, this is weird. From intern at 20 to employee at 25 … talk about 
coming full circle.  
 
The internal monologue above reflects the thoughts racing through my head during the 

first moments as Visitor Contact Coordinator for an art museum on the campus of a public 

university in the southwestern United States. At 19, I had a class titled Museum Educators in this 

museum and interned for the museum’s education department. My passion for museum 

education began then, as I learned about the power of educational programming and thoughtful 

exhibition design from the perspectives of the museum’s curator of education and its senior 

curator. It was a significant moment to be sitting now – at 25, in the third semester of my PhD 

program – in that same room, with a new professional title and new desk chair, eager to put 

theory into practice and examine the workings of this institution that I myself had emerged from. 

Background 

Research Journal, 10/27/17 

Dear self- 

I’ve known this would be my path since I was ten. Just ask my mother. I wrote in her birthday 
card that year, that I would have my PhD before I turned thirty. At ten, I knew I had the 
support system and capacity to make it through this structure. I knew that it was a privilege 
and a platform to earn those three letters. I wanted to help alter systems. I wanted a voice. 

 

 

While my interest in museum education was sparked during my undergraduate studies, I 

have always loved museums. They were the spaces of some of my earliest and fondest 

memories. Visits to museums taught me how to: describe art and visual culture, develop an 

opinion about art and visual culture, listen to the opinions, stories and perspectives of the people 
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with whom I visited the museum. I view museums as inclusive, visitor-centered spaces and they 

have become a part of my personal and professional identity. 

For the past eight years of my life, I have been cultivating two separate but symbiotic 

identity labels for myself – one as an art museum professional and another as a museum 

educator. In starting out in my new job at the museum, I sought to examine and clarify my own 

professional identity and my understanding of my colleagues’ identities as museum professionals 

in this institution going forward. I understand the label “museum professional” as referring to 

any individual who is employed by the museum sector, including directors, curators, museum 

educators, business managers, preparators, conservators, museum gift shop workers, security 

guards, registrars, student workers, and artists. To me, museum educators are a subset of that 

blanket term. Museum professionals are the individuals whom conceptualize, implement and 

assess museum exhibitions and education programming. Through my studies, I have learned that 

the museum director fills the lead role within the organizational structure and facilitates the work 

of all identified department heads, who, in turn, manage the work of other staff (Ambrose & 

Paine, 2012). According to Ambrose & Paine (2012), staff structures should be flexible and 

reflect the aims of the museums (p. 402); but are structured in a top down model or linear 

framework with the director at the top of the structure. 
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Figure 1. A structure for a management team in a museum. From "Museum Basics," by T. 
Ambrose and C. Paine, 2012, p. 403, figure 97.1, Abington-on-Thames, UK: Routledge. 

My internalization of these terms and my understanding of the flow of power within 

different museum professional roles has led me to question how other museum professionals 

identify their roles. To effectively envision my role within an organization, I believe I must 

understand its dynamics and organizational structure. This dissertation is about museum educator 

identity with goals of productivity and clarity in aiming for collaboration and co-creative 

practice. I purposefully aim to understand my place of work, in order to actively seek 

opportunities for collaborations and co-creation in my role as a museum educator. 

As a result of my own lived experiences, personal interests and as an art museum 

professional, I am committed to studying the following contemporary ideas: (a) that art museums 

are constructivist spaces shaped by the history of objects, by those who visit the museum, and by 

internal museum staff, and (b) that museums are no longer object-centered institutions, but rather 

are “transitioning from being about something to being for someone” (Weil, 1999, p. 229). I 

understand that for museum professionals to go about the work of “being for someone,” they 

must not only be aware of visitors’ needs and motivations, but must also reflect on their own 

internal understanding of how art museums as institutions work on micro, mezzo and macro 
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levels – in other words, to fully understand the art museum’s role museum professionals need to 

consider their practice on personal and communal levels. Museum professionals need to be 

aware of what they offer to individuals as well as to student groups, family groups and 

community groups from all socio-economic and ethnic/cultural backgrounds. I will expand on 

this idea of museum role in Chapter 2. 

Providing a holistic experience for museum visitors by infusing a human element – often 

an interactive one –has become an aspirational practice in the United States. This is achieved by 

incorporating a visitor-focused element when creating museum exhibitions, events and education 

programs, such as the community text panels used in the Giving Voice and Peaceful Migrations 

(2014) exhibitions at the Tucson Museum of Art. The concept of “makers spaces” in galleries or 

separate areas where visitors can share their voices, learn more about an exhibition or complete 

an activity, are increasingly used in museums nationally and internationally.  

A recent example of how museums are trying to engage1 visitors by appealing to their 

agency and encouraging them to interact with museum content is the selfie feature in the Google 

Arts & Culture application. The smartphone application uses facial recognition to match photos 

of users with pieces from museum collections2. I believe such experiences and social connections 

are vital to maintaining the relevance and impact of art museums in contemporary contexts. 

                                                
1	As a museum educator and constructivist, I view engagement as the ways in which an 
individual interacts with an experience. Engagement is a conscious decision on an individual’s 
behalf and a result of an individual’s identity and how they understand the world.	
2 According to Michelle Luo, the applications product manager, Google partnered with more 
than 1,500 museums from 70 countries to create the application. The photographs serve as a 
segue for users to explore over 6,000 exhibitions (https://www.blog.google/topics/arts-
culture/exploring-art-through-selfies-google-arts-culture/) 
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Furthermore, I believe that these connections are strengthened through collaborative and co-

creative practices among all of the stakeholders, both internal and external to museums. 

My position within a contemporary university art museum (CUAM) in the Southwestern 

United States, at the time I conducted this study, spoke of the museum’s goal to integrate the 

current trend in museum practice of being visitor-centric into its own internal fabric. My role at 

the museum listed as a cross-departmental position among three departments – education, 

security, and events. My primary task is to train and manage the front-of-house staff 3 in a way 

that promotes visitor engagement while maintaining the safety of the artwork. I approach my role 

through my lens as a museum educator and work to cultivate programs that are responsive to the 

needs of the museum while also providing professional learning experiences for the students. 

However, when I first started, I struggled daily to find the balance between these responsibilities 

due to several factors, namely: 

1. the fact that I approached my position through my personal lens of perceiving my 

responsibilities and the students I manage, creating personal expectations for my role;  

2. the reality that this role was a position newly constructed by my work peers who had 

their own sets of assumptions regarding the responsibilities of the position; and 

3. the fact that my new role had no historical reference or framework within the 

institution that either I or my colleagues could refer to in assessing its efficacy.  

These factors led to a lack of clarity for me regarding the responsibilities of my role 

within the context of my position as both a manager and a junior staff member, as well as my 

identity as a museum educator. I questioned, “how can internal museum staff dynamics, that are 

                                                
3	Front of house is a colloquial term used at the museum where my research takes place, to 
identify student workers who work at the front desk and in galleries	



 20 

linear and hierarchical in structure create visitor centered and inclusive education programming 

and exhibition design?” This space was both uncharted and seemingly unrestrained, creating 

exciting possibilities, but also generating fear of failure. I was challenged to examine internally 

how I might, as a novice in the field, expand my identity as a museum educator within the given 

framework of my first professional role. It also led me to consider how that role fit into to the 

larger scaffolding of the institution itself.  

Consequently, this dissertation is an inquiry into the self-identification of museum 

educator and museum professional roles, specifically examining, through the lens of a new 

museum professional and museum educator in her first “real world” job, how these professionals 

understand and communicate their approaches to collaborative and co-creative practice and 

identities. Put another way, this study is an exploration of my identity as a novice museum 

educator and museum professional; In it I utilize the relational lens of discussions with my 

colleagues with goals of productivity and clarity in understanding collaborative and co-creative 

practice within our institution as I move forward in my profession. Readers should approach this 

dissertation, especially the data, through my subjective lens; they should not view this document 

as an objective study that judges the individuals who participated, nor the particular institution 

where the study was conducted. 

In the following pages of this chapter, I will describe my research questions, outline the 

conceptual and methodological framework for the study, explain the study’s significance, and 

provide context for the terms I use to frame the questions. 

Research Questions 

In my research, my primary question is:  
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• What do art museum staff members communicate about their understanding of their 

roles in co-creative and collaborative education programming and museum exhibition 

design in contexts of relational space in the museum? 

In my secondary questions, I make the inquiries listed below: 

• What indicators of internal dialogue are revealed in this exploration? 

• What do these conversations uncover about staff understanding(s) of the spaces that 

they work in as relational? 

• What ideas arise regarding possible change for the museum’s approach to 

collaborative and co-creative education programming and museum exhibition design? 

Conceptual and Methodological Framework 

My desire to create an increased personal understanding of how museum professionals’ 

perceptions of how museum professionals’ roles impact the construction of visitor centered and 

relational space through co-creative and collaborative internal efforts is framed by theoretical 

lenses of relational space – specifically those articulated by Henri Lefebvre (1991) and Martina 

Löw (2016), who focused on the relational aspects of space and acknowledged space as being 

socially produced. I expand upon these ideas in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. Applying these lenses 

provided a perspective for examining and presenting my findings through this case study as I 

examined four primary concepts:  

• museums as visitor-centric spaces; 

• perceptions of the role of museum educators and museum professionals in visitor-

centric museums; 

• concepts of physical, mental and social space, within the context of museum 

exhibition design, through the perceptions of professional peers and colleagues; and 
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• perceptions of professional peers and colleagues of collaboration and co-creation in 

the art museum. 

This dissertation is a case study. It advocates for how new art museum professionals 

might recognize their places and reach their potentials as educators and museum professionals by 

understanding how their colleagues envision their spatial relationality within the institution. 

Using auto-ethnography, I and my colleagues created this understanding by becoming characters 

who helped to shape my experiences and this story. Chapter 3 details the methods I used, laying 

the foundation for the presentation of data in Chapter 4. In Chapter 5, I present the significant 

themes that emerged from my data analysis in context of the related literature. Chapter 6 presents 

my reflections on the research process and identifies the ways that the research process effected 

my understanding of the themes that emerged. That final chapter also offers suggestions for new 

professionals who hold titles or roles similar to mine and recommends future research. 

Significance of the Study 

Existing literature is sparse on the subject of internal museum staff members’ 

understandings of museum space, collaboration and co-creation as connected entities, and on 

how these understandings impact the development of museum exhibitions. As a newcomer to the 

museum field and to a contemporary university museum, I oftentimes find myself questioning 

how the terms and concepts I have discussed in my courses – specifically co-creation, 

collaboration and space – are actualized by museum staff in the real world. This case study uses 

auto-ethnography to explore these concepts from the perspective of a new member of the 

museum sector, illustrating and offering a fresh perspective on the transitional space between the 

theories and concepts of museum practice discussed in the classroom and the theories and 

concepts of museum practice as actualized in museum space. While aspects of the museum as an 



 23 

institution will explored in this work, it should not be misunderstood to be an organizational 

management or human resources study. Rather, it is an illustration of  a novice museum 

professional surveying and understanding her workspace: the art museum, as an institutional and 

community space and exploring how she, as a museum educator may understanding her role and 

that of of her peers in a relational way, with the aim of optimal insight for productivity. 

Collaboration and co-creation and are terms used in current museum discourse to discuss 

partnerships between museum staff and community members, between museum staff and artists, 

or between artists and community members. The terms are less frequently applied to the 

relationships within a museum itself or among internal staff members. The construction of 

museum space – specifically exhibition design, way finding and visitor experience – have been 

discussed primarily from the conceptual perspectives of museum curators, educators, preparators 

and artists and are aimed at anticipating visitor needs (Dernie, 2006; Dewhurst, 2014; Falk & 

Dierking, 2013; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999; 2006; 2007; MacLeod, 2007).  This study explores my  

identity as a museum educator and museum professional via a relational framework. This 

framework is supported by discussions with selected colleagues (see Appendix A) with goals of 

productivity and clarity in understanding collaborative and co-creative practice within our 

institution. 

A number of researchers have explored the strategies and ideologies behind visitor-

focused usership as integral to museums’ larger missions to serve as educative, public spaces. 

These themes are especially explored in the literature from Falk (2007, 2013), Karp & Lavine 

(1991), Pegno (2017), Samis and Michaelson (2017), Thiele and Hatano (2014), Villenueve and 

Rowson-Love (2017), Wells, Butler and Koke (2013), and those discussed later in this chapter. 

Foucault (1971) defined museums as heterotopias of time – as non-hegemonic spaces that exist 
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both inside and outside of time because of the art objects, objects or collections for which they 

care. By highlighting and preserving certain narratives or forms of visual culture, museums have 

the potential to create spaces that are not grounded in binary (or hegemonic) structures. MacLeod 

(2007), McIntrye (2007), and Tzortzi (2014) have explored ideas considering museums as 

constructed spaces or constructing places. Museums, as physical and architectural forms or 

institutions, create opportunities for visitors to interact with the institution’s culture. Other 

researchers have explored these entities from their own perspectives as educators (Reid 4, 2012) 

and from managerial perspectives (Ambrose & Paine, 2012; Benedetti, 2007; Edson, 2016; Lord 

& Lord, 2002; Lord, Lord & Martin, 2012; Moore, 1999; Wilson, 2003).  

Collaboration and co-creation have been directly defined and explored by Nina Simon 

(2010), who described collaboration as when “visitors are invited to serve as active partners in 

the creation of institutional projects that are originated and ultimately controlled by the 

institution” (Simon, 2010, p. 190). Co-creation, according to Simon (2010), is when “community 

members work together with institutional staff members from the beginning to define the 

project’s goals and to generate the program or exhibit based on community interests” (p. 190).  

The use of exhibition teams as a way to deconstruct curatorial practices is prevalent in 

recent discussions. Love describes that her dissertation explored “a collaborative exhibition team 

where the educator and evaluator facilitated collaboration among an art museum’s 

interdepartmental staff and community members” (Villeneuve & Rowson-Love, 2017, p. 17) and 

this kind of work is pivotal in that it created a collaborative evaluation framework and a way for 

internal staff to plan exhibitions in a non-hierarchical way. Love’s dissertation (2012) also 

                                                
4	Reid’s dissertation focuses specifically on how the cultural backgrounds and lived experiences 
of museum educators influenced their relationships with the museum sector.	
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explores curatorial identities and the different roles staff members performed during a team-

based exhibition process. Love (2012) addressed the following topics discussed by other 

researchers: 

• how to facilitate the process of team exhibition development;  

• how to address credibility of including non-curators on exhibition teams and the role 

of exhibitions changing from a traditional model as cultural transmitter of knowledge 

to shared ownership or authority; 

• the role of museum leadership in the process and how the use of curatorial teams 

influences the organization; 

• how to facilitate and provide new research to the field pertaining to participatory 

practices in exhibition development (p. 5). 

My dissertation also aimed to address these gaps by unpacking the ways in which 

different internal staff members understand museum space in regard to their own roles and the 

roles of their peers in co-creative and collaborative exhibition design processes. The aim of my 

study was not to re-define these constructs, but rather to nourish the understandings of other 

museum professionals regarding their roles in collaborative and co-creative practice. I made 

connections and contributed insights into this existing body of literature by presenting this study 

of museum professionals’ perspectives on collaboration and co-creation in regard to exhibition 

planning and educational programming in museums.  

My position as a novice in the museum field and desire to better understand my role with 

in the institution of which I was a part led me to explore my interest in the disconnect between 

the idea of visitor focused practice through collaborative and co-create exhibition design and 

educational programming that is present in the contemporary museum sector and hierarchically 
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structured museums staff roles. With goals of productivity and clarity in aiming for collaborative 

and co-creative practice; to purposefully understand my institution in a relational way and 

actively seek productive collaborative and co-creative opportunities I explored my colleagues’ 

and my understandings of: (a) our roles within the museum, (b) our museum’s approach to 

collaborative and co-creative education programming and exhibition design and (c) how 

relational constructs of space impact our approaches to educational programming and exhibition 

design. This dissertation is a process of both research and self-discovery – a tool that grants me 

the privilege to ask questions that are relevant to me as a newer member of the museum sector. 

Brief Character Introductions 

 In this work, you will follow the interactions of 15 characters (including the researcher) – 

at least one member from each department of the museum. The 15 individuals are briefly 

introduced here, along with their position titles at the museum and their respective supervisory 

hierarchies. Detailed character profiles inspired by the interviews are presented in Chapter 3. It is 

important to note that the characters in this story are all colleagues who interact with one another 

on different professional and social levels. While these dynamics were not explicitly explored in 

the research, they emerged as significant factors in the creation of relational space for CUAM’s 

internal staff. All names, excluding mine, have been changed to protect participants’ privacy. 
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Table 1. Museum characters, their positions, and their supervisory hierarchies 

Name 
 

Title 
 

Employment 
length 
 

Supervises 
 

Reports to 
 

Kat  
 

Visitor contact 
coordinator  
 

1.5 years 6-10 student 
workers 
(including 
Andrew) 

Curator of 
education 
  
Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Anne 
 

Senior curator and 
interim director 

25 + years All staff members Dean of the 
school of art 
 

Esteban 
 

Chief preparator 29 years Exhibition 
specialist 
  
Preparator 
student assistants 

Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Raquel 
 

Curator of 
education 

11 Kat, Educational 
intern and student 
work study 
 

Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

César 
 

Curator of Latin 
American art 

5 Residency 
coordinator 

Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Clark Curator of ceramics 2 years, 4 months Program 
specialist 

Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Anastasia 
 

Registrar 4 Assistant registrar 
  
Registrar intern 

Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

James 
 

Specialist to the 
director 

4  Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Lillie Communications 
program 
coordinator 

1.5 Graphic design 
intern 

Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Kimball 
 

Conservator 2 years, 9 months  External director  
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Ulises Security officer 8 years  Lead security 
officer 
  
Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Andrew 
 

Student worker 2 years  Visitor contact 
coordinator  
 
Curator of 
education  
  
Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Marie Curatorial 
coordinator 

9 months  Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Norm Residency 
coordinator 

3 months  Curator of Latin 
American art 
  
Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

Sabri Artist in residence 9 months  Senior curator 
and interim 
director 
 

 

Limitations/Delimitations of the Study 

Limitations 

This research is grounded in qualitative research, reflecting case study and auto-

ethnographic methods. The findings are not intended to be generalizable to all contemporary 

university art museums, but rather present a case study of contemporary professional practice. It 

is important to note that at the time of the study, the museum was searching for a new director, 
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placing the museum and its employees in a transitory phase. Also, I could not control the content 

of exhibitions that were on display at the museum during data collection. I also recognize that 

my own positionality as an employee at the research site, my love of museums and my use of 

auto-narrative inevitably impacted the study. Given the context of my research and the fact that I 

discuss the traditional role of museums, I must note that the museum under study is not 

accredited through the American Alliance of Museums (AAM). However, the updated standards 

of museum accreditation (2005) that highlight the museum’s educative role as central to museum 

practice and evaluation of programming as a form of accountability do inform my own lens and 

understanding of the role of museums. To me, accredited institutions offer a framework for 

museum professionals to partially assess and understand their practice on a broader level. 

Finally, I made sure participants were given my understanding of the terms we discussed, 

specifically definitions of Lefebvre’s (1991) and Löw’s (2008; 2016) spatial tenets of physical, 

mental, and social space, and Simon’s (2010) definitions of co-creation and collaboration. I 

crafted the guiding questions for my first set of interviews based on my understanding of these 

terms, as discussed in my theoretical framework.  

Delimitations 

I made sure participants were given my understanding of the terms we discussed, 

specifically definitions of Lefebvre’s (1991) and Löw’s (2008; 2016) spatial tenets of physical, 

mental, and social space, and Simon’s (2010) definitions of co-creation and collaboration. I 

crafted the guiding questions for my first set of interviews based on my understanding of these 

terms, as discussed in my theoretical framework. Museum staff who did not fit certain criteria 

were excluded from the study (see Appendix A for exclusion rationale). In retrospect if I were to 
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replicate this study I would include the store manager and janitorial as they directly impact the 

museum space and visitors’ experience within the museum’s physical space.  

As mentioned earlier, the informal dynamics of internal staff are explored in my 

presentation of my relationships with my colleagues as reflected in the character profiles I wrote, 

as well as in the notes taken during data collection regarding the transformation of interviews 

into dialogues with colleagues. It must be understood that the 15 characters have their own 

professional and personal relationships that they have formed with their colleagues as well, and 

that those relationships may have influenced comments about work peers. However, I view these 

delimitations as inescapable factors that allowed me to immerse myself in my research and create 

more relaxed conversations with my work colleagues based on previously established rapport as 

co-workers and based on my position as part of the professional and social fabric of the museum. 

Finally, the fact that participants selected their own focus groups is also a delimitation. If I were 

to pursue a study of this nature again, I would consider organizing the groups in a more 

structured manner in order to observe specific dynamics between museum professionals. 

Organization of Dissertation 

This dissertation is organized six chapters, dividing the material into an introduction, a 

literature review, the study methodologies, a presentation of data, the study findings, and a 

conclusion. Each chapter sets the scene with a quote from a character or a thought from the 

author. Throughout the dissertation, as a way to create a more robust auto-ethnographic study 

and share my changing perspective during the study, excerpts from my embodied journal entry 

(described in depth in Chapter 4), a tool that was used to collect reflections and my personal 
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thoughts, will be inserted as italicized text in framed text boxes. Images of some5 of my 

colleagues’ workspace are shared in the Extended Character Profiles (Chapter 3). The framed 

excerpts and images found throughout this dissertation highlight my reflective lens during this 

process both visually and verbally. 

Chapter 1 sets the overall scene for the research and shares the background, significance, 

research questions and limitations of the study. Chapter 2 describes the larger context for the 

research and provides a review of the significant theories, concepts and ideas contained in 

existing literature and related to the story. The literature review focuses specifically on: changes 

in institutional values in the museum; the museum’s social and spatial roles; museums as 

heterotopia’s; characteristics of collaboration; and concepts on space in relation to physical, 

mental and social space. Chapter 3 outlines the method and methodologies used in this study – 

auto-ethnography and case study – and introduces the research characters, or research 

participants. The chapter also includes an overview of the different types of data collected and 

data analysis process used in the study. Chapter 4 presents the data collected from the 

participants and myself. Chapter 5 unpacks the answers to the research questions based on my 

interpretation of the data. In Chapter 6, I discuss implications and indicate directions of future 

connected research.  

 

  

                                                
5 I took photos of all my colleagues workspaces. Images with content that made the individual or 
institution identifiable were omitted. 	
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CHAPTER 2: Literature Review  

And if I can just tell you, if for one year, no one would reference Foucault and 
John Berger or like, you know, any--Freud, please. The same way in art if no one 
would use Jeff Koons, Andy Warhol, and so on, what would happen? You know, 
they would have to go and find other interesting, you know, relevant art or 
historians or philosophers to quote. And I get so tired of everyone using the same 
f*$%&#^b references (César) 
 
An abundance of existing literature discusses museum visitor studies. The literature has 

also discussed museum staff roles, collaboration and co-creation within the museum, and 

museums as spaces. However, I found no studies that examined all three of those concepts as a 

cohesive, symbiotic paradigm. The current trend of unpacking facets of visitor experience, while 

a necessary focus, does not necessarily include insights into the experience of internal staff 

members who implement the ideas aimed at shaping the visitor experience. Revealing how 

museum staff members define their contributions to the constructions of museum space may 

potentially increase the transparency within the institution regarding the museum’s mission, 

uncover any potential gaps regarding staff members’ roles as the relate to the creation of 

museum space, and ensure a more cohesive implementation of visitors’ museum experiences.  

In this chapter, I identify key areas of research in art and museum education that I find to 

be most deeply connected to the impetus of my research and that I believe strongly influence this 

document. This chapter focuses specifically on five areas: (a) museums as heterotopias; (b) 

changes in institutional values in the museum regarding its social and spatial roles; (c) 

characteristics of collaboration; (d) concepts on space in relation to physical, mental and social 

space; and (e) resources for new professionals. 

Museums as Heterotopias 

 While I agree with César that the same authors and artists are discussed and re-discussed 

in academia and the arts sector, I believe it is important to understand such systematized history 
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in order to change or expand the narrative. Thus, the first concept I discuss comes from urban 

geographer Michel Foucault (1971) and his designation of museums as heterotopias.  

In Foucault’s (1971) The Order of Things, he defines heterotopias as places and spaces 

that exist as alternative options to the binary of utopia and dystopia. According to him, 

heterotopias function in non-hegemonic conditions, allow the individual to recognize or rethink a 

binary form of relating to the world, and offer a space of otherness and difference. Museums, in 

particular, are seen by Foucault as heterotopias of time – physical spaces that are meant to 

preserve the past or an ephemeral moment. However, I see museums’ historical ties to absolutist 

ideals that emerged during Enlightenment as creating a conceptual disconnect. In other words, I 

question how museums, which are institutions historically tied to Enlightenment and utopian 

ideals, can function as heterotopias? 

Lord (2006) addresses some of the problems associated with the historicity of museums 

and labeling them as heterotopias, specifically noting that museums are discussed as being 

products of the Enlightenment and are considered to be institutions that the public can use to 

reach an absolute state of “knowing.” Lord (1984b) wrote: 

Foucault’s museum is defined as a space of difference and a space of representation: a 

space in which the difference between words and things is put on display and made 

available for public contestation. The museum is an Enlightenment institution not only 

because its essence is the problem of representation, but also because the museum 

partakes of the Enlightenment ethos of permanent critique: a reflection upon its own 

conceptual conditions of possibility. In allowing for the possibility of transgressing those 

conceptual conditions, the museum is not mired in Enlightenment critique that searches 

for ‘formal structures with universal value’ but moves toward Foucault’s version of 
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transformed critique that is ‘a historical investigation into the events that have led us to 

constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, 

thinking, saying’ (p. 45-46, as cited in MacLeod, 2006, p. 11).  

Museums in the 21st century are evolving to become visitor-centric spaces, providing 

spaces of personal experience where an absolutist narrative is not the only narrative present – 

that is, museums are becoming spaces of production and otherness. Moreover, contemporary art 

museums function as spaces that provide information and perspectives on contemporary ideas 

and issues alternative to popular or dominant discourse. Lord asserts that Foucault’s definition of 

museums as heterotopias is not tied to the objects displayed in museums. Rather, museums exist 

as heterotopias because they are spaces of representation that allow for difference, inherent in the 

process of interpretation. That is, museums display interpretations of objects and concepts, and 

allow visitors to experience the gaps between “things and the conceptual; and cultural orders in 

which they are interpreted” (Lord, 2006, p. 7). This concept is represented more clearly in Figure 

2, a figure I created to help synthesize this concept. I apply the concept of representational space 

to my role at the museum and the roles of my colleagues, as one of the aspects of our jobs as 

museum professionals is to support the facets which create a museum exhibition; or, the 

things/objects, concepts/ideas and words.  
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Figure 2. Researcher’s visual understanding of the concept-space of representation  

 
However, Lord does not explicitly address which stakeholders (internal museum staff or 

visitors) are associated with the creation of interpretation. It is implied that the museum as an 

institution creates this space of representation and allows the visitor to experience that space. 

Lord (2006) alludes to the idea that the museum is the source of interpretation. stating that “the 

visitor is invited – though sometimes only implicitly – to consider how conceptual schemes 

really relate to objects and whether other conceptual schemes are more or less adequate to 

represent those objects” (p. 6). That is, the museum’s primary role is to present an interpretation 

which can come from the public vis-à-vis the interpretation, which historically came from the 

voice of the expert in museums – the curator or artist. For me, the interpretive process is akin to 

Lefebvre (1991) and Löw’s (2008; 2016) concepts of relational space, discussed later in Chapter 

3. However, as highlighted in Lord’s (2006) quote above, the invitation for visitors to use the 

space of representation created by museums is not always clearly defined to visitors by staff, 
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which, circularly, makes creating visitor-centered and constructivist experiences challenging. My 

understanding of museums as heterotopias is strengthened by the authors I explore in my 

theoretical frame, and it is further contextualized in Chapter 3 to demonstrate how this concept 

lent itself to my expanded comprehension of museums and how their different spatial tenets are 

shaped by the relational dynamics of internal staff. 

Research Journal, 10/27/17 

Heterotopias are frozen in time, yet create new spaces. Some we space and others exist alone 

or are Institutionalized. We are Enlighted so we can construct. We construct as a way to 

synthesize. Synthesis brings structure and Structure segments space. Space is not neutral, it is 

comprised of social agents—their identities, their selves, their experiences and others 

 

Changes in Institutional Values in the Museum: The Art Museum’s Social Role 

Socially engaged art 

There currently exists within the arts/museum sector a focus on socially engaged art 

(SEA), and both contemporary education and museum practice are informed by an ideology that 

emphasizes the creation of partnerships that foster community-based art-making, particularly in 

the realms of exhibition design and education programming. In an attempt to shed its historic 

role in perpetuating colonial ideologies of object collection and hegemonic structures and in 

order to enact its role as a heterotopia, the museum sector and its proponents have begun to 

reinterpret the museum by examining visitor identities (Falk & Dierking, 2000; 2007; 2009; 

2013) and meaning-making processes (Dewey, 2005; Fraser, 2007; Helguera, 2011; Hooper-

Greenhill, 2007; 2012; 2015; Simon, 2010; Watson, n.d.). This common post-positivist position 

places a value on the active process of doing as a way of making meaning. Additionally, 
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museums have shifted to a perspective that envisions art as a tool for community development 

(Bishop, 2012), with the roles of artists, curators, and museum educators serving to facilitate 

visitor experiences. However, in her book Artificial Hells, Claire Bishop (2012) asserted that this 

fluctuation in focus has created a sector where the aesthetic value of an artwork is overlooked 

and that the process itself is what takes precedence. This approach, Bishop argued, could result 

in projects that do not yield a tangible artist product and, instead, produce diluted, community-

based projects that are not held to the same standards as other projects in the “social domain” 

because of their ties to “art” (Bishop, 2012, p. 19). Bishop (2012) states: 

This uneven inclination towards the social component of this project suggests that 

contemporary art’s ‘social turn’ not only designates an orientation towards concrete goals 

in art, but also the critical perception that these are more substantial, ‘real’ and important 

than artistic experiences. At the same time, the perceived social achievements are never 

compared with actual (an innovative) social projects taking place outside the realm of art 

(p. 19). 

This move away from a focus on aesthetic objects into the realm of socially engaged art 

projects highlights a shift to dismantle the historical hierarchical structure that favored aesthetics 

and to replace it with a culture that favors autonomy. A system has emerged in which artists’ 

social roles and their impact on the community are not measured in a manner similar to the way 

that other projects in the social domain are measured. Bishop argued that this shift also values 

the process of collaboration over artistic mastery. This, it could be argued, minimizes the artists’ 

implied role of being able to demonstrate a level of expertise in a particular media. At this 

juncture, one might ask what the museum’s focus is in this debate.  Ambrose & Paine (2012) 

define museums as follows: 
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A non-profit, permanent institution, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, 

researches, communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity 

and its environment for the purpose of education, study, and enjoyment. (p. 188) 

In this definition, it is important to note that the museum space is defined as permanent 

and educative, a role that has been echoed throughout the history of the museum. While the 

development of the encyclopedic museum throughout Europe in the late 18th century was 

intended to provide a forum to educate the public, it has been argued that the encyclopedic 

museum showcased objects collected by wealthy individuals and often reflected the voice of a 

singular entity, the curator (Dernie, 2006). Today, the voices reflected in museum spaces have 

expanded and the display aesthetic of museums, like the art they showcase, has evolved to be 

more inclusive and focused on visitor experience.  

Museum as visitor experience  

As the role of the museum evolved and as contemporary museums shifted their focus to 

the concepts of visitor resonance (Greenblatt, 1990), visitor experience and the mechanisms that 

contribute to visitors’ experiences in the museum, new museum models began to emerge. 

According to Fraser (2007), there are five contemporary visitor experience models explored in 

contemporary literature: 

• Falk and Dierking’s (2000) model, which focuses on the personal experiences visitors 

bring to the museum space; 

• Duncan’s (1995) model, which unpacks the power museums have as institutions in 

relation to providing its visitors with access to visual culture; 

• Silverman’s (1995) model, which focuses on the meaning-making process that 

visitors experience in museums; 
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• Worts’ (1994) model, which positions visitors as the entities that activate the potential 

creative power of the museum; and  

• Fraser’s (2007) own model that uses aspects from the other four models and explores 

the concept of using a visitor experience framework that presents the museum 

experience as drama (in the theatrical sense). 

Falk and Dierking. Falk and Dierking (2000) recognized the relationship between 

visitors and their backgrounds. Their model is based on qualitative studies that observe real 

museum visitors. They proposed that individual learning in museums takes place as a result of 

interactions at particularly moments in time within three contexts: the personal, the socio-

cultural, and the environmental. Falk and Dierking shift the museum focus from the object to the 

visitor, focusing on the facets of visitors’ experiences without addressing the fact that the 

museum is an instrument of power within a larger social context.  

 Duncan.  Duncan (1995) focused on the power of the museum in society – in other 

words, how museums are used to maintain a certain power structure through the selection of 

what they exhibit, how those items are displayed, and the intended audience of the exhibit. In 

Fraser’s article (2000), he reports Duncan’s (2007) assertion that:  

To control a museum means precisely to control the representation of a community and 

its highest values and truths. It is also the power to define the relative standing of 

individuals within that community. Those who are best prepared to perform its ritual … 

are also those whose identities (social, sexual, racial, economic) the museum most fully 

confirms (pp. 292-293). 

This idea of ritual is perpetuated by the social conditioning of museums as spaces that are 

separate from everyday life “in preparation for the reflections and symbolic meaning to be made 
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within” (Fraser, 2007, p. 293). Fraser describes Duncan as explaining that her model is not based 

on real visitor experiences, but is based rather on larger issues of power associated with 

museums as institutions. Fraser describes Duncan’s model as one that positions visitors as 

passive entities, with individual only able to make meaning when they have the “appropriate 

cultural background” (Fraser, 2007, p. 293). While Duncan’s model addresses the larger power 

issues museums face as social symbols, it leaves the voices of visitors underdeveloped. 

 Silverman. Silverman (1995) presents a model in which visitor engagement is seen as a 

meaning-making process rather than as interpretation or communication. In other words, visitors 

are complex beings with unique backgrounds and experiences, and they use these personal 

contexts to make their own meaning. Silverman believes that museum staff should be aware of 

the complexity of the visitors to their museums so that they can cultivate meaning-making 

processes for them in positive ways. However, because he does not expand upon what it means 

or what it looks like in terms of practical application to “be aware,” readers are left to wonder 

how staff members should encourage positive meaning-making for their visitors after 

recognizing the complexity of each visitor’s personal lens.  

 Worts. In developing his model, Worts (1994) examined comments that visitors made 

regarding their visits to museums. This model emphasizes the individual identity and the process 

of interaction among people, objects and places. Worts highlighted the fact that museum visitors 

articulate ideas that the museum itself does not. Fraser (2007) reports Worts (1994) as saying that 

“while it is true that we as an institution have something unique to offer the public in the 

collections and our intellectual insights, the visitor-centered half of the creative process is based 

on personalizing the symbolic objects” (p. 293). In other words: while the collection, curators, 

and exhibition preparators construct the museum space, and while museum educators create 
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potential channels of engagement through which visitors can activate the space, the visitors 

themselves are independent beings who will process the information in unique ways. Falk and 

Dierking (2000), Duncan (1995), Silverman (1995), and Wort (1994) all explored important 

issues regarding visitor experiences, exhibition practices, educational programming and the 

museum, laying the groundwork for my exploration of how these topics impact the institutional 

practice of the museum I work for. The four models left me asking what museums can do to 

create effective programming that respect visitor identities now that we understand the ways that 

visitors engage with museums.  

 Fraser. After reviewing the literature, I found that Fraser (2007) presented the most 

developed understanding of the dynamics that influence the experiences of museum visitors. 

Fraser incorporated aspects of the first four models to unpack the idea of the museum as a drama; 

using a model that has three components: transaction, ritual, and power. In terms of visitor 

identity, Fraser aimed to create a space of resonance for visitors and considered ways to increase 

cognitive, aesthetic or experiential knowledge.  

Fraser asserted that the first component – transaction – is made up of five elements: (a) 

the display itself, and how it looks, (b) the visitor’s level of interest in that display, (c) what the 

exhibition space or museum says about the space, (d) the museum itself and its reputation with 

the visitor, and (e) the visitor’s perceptions of the museum on the day of the visit. The visitor’s 

level of interest in the object and whether they engage with it or not depends on personal choice, 

as does their acceptance or rejection of the museum’s presentation of the work. In fact, Fraser 

(2007) explained that the “transaction between objects and visitor identity is integral to the whole 

meaning making processes within the museum environment” (p. 295).   
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Fraser claimed that the second component – ritual – views the museum environment itself 

and acknowledges the conceptual presence of a wider/larger authority for validating the ritual 

and for cultivating traditions, making the individual both “actor and audience” (p. 295). Being in 

the museum space is seen as a performative act meant to change one’s identity and/or others’ 

perception of that identity. According to Fraser (2007), and in line with Falk and Dierking’s 

(2000) focus on visitors’ past experiences, “museum visiting has elements of both social and 

aesthetic drama, and visitors play different roles depending on their particular motivation and 

background” (p. 295).  

 Finally, Fraser (2007), like Duncan (1995), addressed the idea of power, which he 

identified as the third component in his model. Both Fraser (2007) and Duncan (1995) argued 

that social aspects of ritual are pivotal in understanding museum visits. The success of a ritual 

relies on the positions of power, and on the acceptance by those who are a part of the ritual of the 

existence of a power divide. Fraser (2007) noted this dynamic, stating that “museums are one of 

those places in which politically organized and socially institutionalized power must avidly seek 

to realize its desire to appear beautiful, natural and legitimate” (p. 296). Fraser (2007) insisted 

that the aura of objective knowledge – a concept that Lefebvre (1991) argued does not exist – is 

produced to secure authority. 

 The five visitor experience models described above demonstrate that museums are now 

inclined to adhere to a constructivist learning theory in which “learners construct their own 

meaning and make sense in their own way of opportunities they experience” (Hooper-Greenhill, 

1999, p. 2). In order to facilitate constructivist experiences for museum visitors, internal staff 

members need to have a well-developed understanding of the museum’s mission, of visitor 

demographics, and of how their professional roles support the creation of meaning-making 
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experiences within the museum’s space. This research study incorporates the ideas contained in 

these five models, building its conclusions on the basis of these recognized theoretical models of 

visitor experience practices. By creating a dialogue among internal museum staff members to 

substantiate these authors’ ideas, this project adds to the current understanding of the 

relationships that museums have with their staff members, with their visitors, and with the larger 

community context. 

Museum as visitor education 

Since their inception, museums have also been associated with the role of providing 

visitors with a space for educative experiences. However, the museum sector and museum 

educators have been continually renegotiating the concept of education. A current trend in 

museum education is to cultivate constructivist learning experiences that encourage visitors with 

multiple modalities and motivations to find their own avenues of resonance within the space. 

Consider Karp and Lavine’s (1991) description of Greenblatt’s (1990) understanding of 

resonance: 

The power of the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger 

world, to evoke in the viewer the complex, dynamic cultural forces from which it has 

emerged and for which it may be taken by a viewer to stand (p. 42). 

Consider also Stone’s (2001) argument that the use of museums by K-12 art educators is 

beneficial because they museums “offer evidence of our human cultural heritage, they inform us 

of our creative nature, and they provide excellent and often inspirational examples of the visual 

arts” (p. 3). If that is the case, then the fact that school districts and the national government 

continue to create measures of assessment for art educators is contradictory to collaborations 

between the museums and school districts. As the schools’ use of museums as learning spaces 
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becomes increasingly bound by guidelines, K-12 visitors are increasingly impeded from making 

their own meaning and using museums as a “space of representation” (Lord, 2006).  

The concept of edu-tainment6 in museums aims to reimagine educational strategies for 

museums by incorporating entertaining components. These experiences are often experience 

based. For example, museums ask visitor to create conversation or complete a task within the 

institutions space and are seen as a strategy by some museum educators to foster engagement and 

learning. Edu-tainment is seen by other museum educators as a way to dilute learners’ 

acquisition of knowledge. 

Museum as social responsibility  

In addition to serving as visitor experience and as visitor education, museums serve a 

third primary social role of social responsibility. A socially responsible museum is an institution 

that not only connects on multiple levels with the community it inhabits, but also is internally 

structured to facilitate an institutional culture that promotes the progress of that community. One 

way to incorporate socially responsible practices into a museum and its projects with the 

community is to facilitate co-creative efforts between the museum and community for 

determining projects. With that in mind, museums are coming more community focused, 

concurrently increasing funding and cultivating multi-vocal spaces. 

Museum and art education literature documents the benefits of co-creative and 

collaborative community partnerships between museums and the members of their communities 

(Dewhurst, 2014; Janes & Sandell, 2007; Lankford, 2002; Simon, 2010). Janes et al. (2007) 

discussed the concept of social responsibility and its application in the museum context. He 

                                                
6	Edutainment is a term that emerged in the mid 1990’s to describe videogames as tools that 
promoted education and entertainment.	
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criticized the idea that communities are made from/or as a result of markets. Janes et al. (2007) 

argued that it is the organizations of the non-profit sector, not government or business entities, 

that build and enrich the trust between communities and institutions by building genuine 

relationships that create social capital, upon which the marketplace is based. Janes (2015) 

reported Bullock and Trombley’s (1999) as asserting this sentiment by saying: “Social capital is 

born of long-term associations that are not explicitly self-interested or coerced, and it typically 

diminishes if it is not regularly renewed or replaced” (p. 226). Thus, social capital can be 

considered the result of a museum that operates in a socially responsible way. Janes et al. (2007) 

reported the words of Homer-Dixon (2001) as supporting that claim, recording his statement 

that:  

Museums generate social capital, which can cultivate ingenuity and disrupt current 

social/political hierarchies. An increasingly homogenized, transnational super elite is at 

work, earning an even-larger slice of the economic product (pp. 139-140). 

Thus, if museums are hubs that foster the creation of social capital, then labeling objects as 

information or as tools for knowledge acquisition and occupying the historical role of educator 

creates a position of power and authority for the museum – a role that must be handled 

conscientiously and responsibly.  

Janes et al. (2007) points to the Liberty Science Center in New Jersey as a socially 

responsible museum. It connects students to a major hospital via video conferencing so that they 

can observe open-heart surgery and learn about the complications caused by smoking. This 

forum is intended to inform and correct the trend that puts tobacco use as the number one health 

concern in the adolescent demographic. Janes et al. (2007) identifies the McMullen Art Gallery 

at the University of Alberta Hospital in Canada as a second example of a socially responsible 
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museum. Facing almost certain closure, the gallery collaborated with many visual artists, poets, 

writers, dancers and musicians to reinvent itself as a creative and generative space for patients of 

the hospital, for their families, and for the artists themselves. This is an active approach that uses 

Fraser’s elements of social and aesthetic performance to revive an art space. Janes (2016) 

reported the Smithsonian Institution (2002) as explaining the approach by saying: “Broadly 

speaking, being socially responsible can also mean facilitating civic engagement, acting as an 

agent of social change or moderating sensitive social issues” (p. 141).   

Socially responsible museums are not formulaic – they exist within different contexts and 

must, therefore, remain fluid and socially aware. Janes (2016), however, identified four values 

that all socially responsible museums share. According to Janes (2016), the four techniques or 

values listed below are applicable to all museums and demonstrate the level of thought that all 

museums should apply toward achieving the goal of social responsibility. 

1. Idealism (being proactive about current issues that are pertinent to the museum’s 

communities). 

2. Intimacy (the level of communication and quality of contact a museum has with its 

visitors and how it aims to create an open dialogue).  

3. Depth (a museum’s investment of time and resources into developing relationships 

with museum visitors, especially with under-represented demographics). 

4. Interconnectedness (understanding that museum visitors are complex, multifaceted 

beings (spiritually, inter/intra personal relationships).  

 Museums can also fulfill social responsibility goals and bring community voices into 

their spaces through targeted programming. One example of such programming is the annual 

Excellence in Exhibition Label Writing Competition sponsored by the AAM’s Curators 
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Committee (CurCom). This competition encourages individuals or groups to insert their own 

voices into museum spaces by writing labels for local museums. While external forms of 

assessment from K-12 education systems bind the relationships between art educators and 

museums, museums are working to become more reflective of their community identities by 

being co-creative and shaping multi-vocal access. Museums can expand the functions of space in 

ways that permit visitors to observe and use art objects as channels for exploring their identity 

needs, creating more abstract and fluid definitions of space. They can accomplish that by 

adhering to Falk’s (2009) assertion: 

Identity can be defined as something that is always ‘situated’ in the immediate realities of 

the physical and socio-cultural world. Our identity is a reflection and reaction to both the 

social and physical world we consciously perceive in the moment, but [it] is also 

influenced by the vast unconscious set of family, cultural, and personal history influences 

each of us carries with us (p. 72). 

Additionally, those working in the field of museum studies should consider the identities 

of internal staff if the goal is to act as collaborative and constructivist institutions. Without a 

clear understanding of its internal culture, a museum cannot function as an inclusive space for its 

current and potential visitors. 

Changes in Institutional Values in the Museum: The Art Museum’s Spatial Role 

 In the sections above, I identified and explored the trend in museums to integrate SEA 

practices as a way of deconstructing archaic perceptions of the museum as hegemonic spaces, 

and described the three primary roles filled by contemporary museums – specifically to provide 

visitor experiences and visitor education and to engage in social responsibility. These topics link 

to the physical museum space itself. In this section, I unpack the spatial roles of museums and 
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explore the museum as: (a) an architectural object, and (b) a theatrical experience. This is 

pertinent in order to establish the methodologies and models used by museum educators and 

curators to determine how to be responsive to and inclusive of museum visitors. This 

foundational understanding allows reader and researcher to uncover gaps in current museum 

practice regarding the focus of internal staff roles while constructing an inclusive museum going 

experience for multiple communities. 

Museum space as architecture  

An important visual component of museums is their architectural style. MacLeod, Hanks 

and Hale (2012) describe Skolnick (2012) as saying that museums are historically positioned as 

“isolated artistic expressions; as civic monuments; as a source of community pride; as fundable 

entity; as destination; and as postcard” (p. 86). This perspective removes contemporary 

university museums from the very context of the visitor and communities they intend to serve. 

The constructivist focus of contemporary museum literature that informs the visitor experience 

model tends to consider the physical architecture of museums as one facet that influences the 

stories that live and are created within its walls by both museum staff and visitors. For instance, 

Greenberg (2012) describes McIntyre’s (2001) exploration of the tangible aspects of the museum 

and his suggestion that there are three ways in which the built environment is perceived. 

Greenberg (2012) lists McIntyre’s (2001) three perceptions of the museum building:  

• the building as focus, with the architecture as the main focus that tells the museum’s 

story;  

• the building as context, a perception in which the architecture enhances the story; and  

• the building as wrapper, with the building perceived as irrelevant to the story.  
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But, using a constructivist lens, I rejected the idea that McIntyre’s first and third assumptions 

(the building as focus and the building as wrapper) are not supported in art museum practice. In 

my experience as a museum educator, museum visitors usually begin the process of navigating 

their museum experience as soon as they see the physical appearance of the museum.  

Greenberg (2012) also describes the five types of architectural buildings that McIntyre 

(cited in MacLeod et al., 2012, p. 99) delineates and can be applied to museums: (a) historic 

buildings – an original building on the original site, such as the Louvre; (b) a relocated building – 

an original building that has been moved to a new site, such as the Marble Arch in London; (c) a 

facsimile – an original design that has been reconstructed, such as the Globe Theatre, (d) iconic 

new buildings -- architect-designed flagship buildings such as the Guggenheim museums; and (e) 

other buildings – those that are simply used for their space, features, or location. An example in 

this last category would be the University of Arizona Museum of Art – a museum located in a 

space that was first constructed as part of the university’s school of art. These categories 

highlight the complexity of the physical museum space itself. All of these identifications of 

building types should inform how museums present their spaces to visitors, since physical spaces 

have social, political, spiritual, and economic contexts that could directly influence a visitor’s 

experience. A museum’s architecture is an integral part of visitor expectations and experiences.  

MacLeod (2007) focused on the museum as a tangible space, using the Walker Art 

Gallery as a case study to explore the developing recognition in the museum sector of how 

museum architecture directly informs cultural, political, and social power assumptions – or 

position of power, a theme that both Duncan (1995) and Fraser (2007) explore. MacLeod (2007) 

asserts that “architecture can be conceived as the outcome of a perceived social need, located in 

the specifics of time, space and site” (p. 72). In other words, architecture is a tangible and visible 
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result of the needs and perspectives of a previous era. By unpacking these structures, we can gain 

a more fully formed understanding of these historical time frames. However, in terms of 

museums as architectural spaces and the social needs they symbolize, MacLeod (2007) argued 

that museums historically tend to approach buildings as objects and remove them from their 

active role in society. MacLeod (2007) reports Till (1998) as saying that “architects, and 

architecture alone, make architecture. It exists, in its idealized architectural state as a pure object, 

not yet tainted by the impure communities of use” (p. 73). Yet as the latter part of the 20th 

century saw museums come to be consciously recognized as a driver for urban regeneration and 

as many began to question the removal the architecture label from museums, architects have 

faced new demands to create high profile landmark buildings – or, in the terminology that 

Greenberg reported as being used by McIntyre (2001), iconic buildings. Iconic buildings such as 

the Guggenheim museum Bilbao are accompanied by hopes of using the architect as a way to 

increase revenue by creating a new and exciting spaces/places. As museum architectural form(s) 

have become associated with urban regeneration, the question remains as to whether this current 

expectation of urban regeneration isn’t simply a euphemism for gentrification, which often leads 

to the displacement of cultural groups and their stories. If such is indeed the case, then the very 

architectural structure of the museum directly influences surrounding communities and visitors. 

MacLeod’s (2007) discussion of community needs is a concept that is relevant to the museum I 

work for and that is the focus of this project, as the museum’s internal employees seek to create 

visitor focused exhibitions. 

The Narrative Space-the changing face of the museums and galleries conference at the 

University of Leicester in 2004 explored techniques on how museums could thoughtfully 

construct spaces that encourage visitor identity exploration and resulted in the creation of the 
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book Museum Making: Narratives, architectures, exhibitions (MacLeod et al. 2012). While the 

discussions offered a good start toward exploring the social power of architecture and how it 

influences mental space; they focused solely on the concept of constructing spaces. There is little 

discussion regarding internal staff dynamics and how they impact the museum’s space.  

Museum space as theatre and narrative  

Above, I put forward significant contemporary models that museums use as frameworks 

for understanding how visitors experience museums and for addressing the reality that museum 

architecture no longer exists as an idealized space, but rather serves as a component of visitor 

experience. Here, I address two techniques that museums are now using to create an engaging 

visitor experience. They are: (a) approaching the museum experience like a theatre experience, 

and (b) using narrative frameworks to create and display exhibition content. 

Sandell (2013) adds to MacLeod’s (2007) architecture focus and uses Worts’ (1994) 

ideas of the social role of museums to explore the relationships among narrative, space, and 

identity and how museums using these formats promote visitor experience. Sandell (2013) 

argues: 

It is through bodies in space and through use that narrative, space, and identity are 

activated. Across the chapters can be read off a sense of the politics of this making and 

the need for cultural spaces which enable memory, imagination and anticipation as routes 

to identity formation (p. 1). 

In order to create this cultural space, it is argued in the text that museums are now using 

literary techniques – specifically narratives and imagination – to create an experience for the 

viewer within the museum’s architectural space. Skolnick (2012) states: 
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If we are to fully appreciate the operative and potential of narrative as a tool in the work 

of museum making, we must understand it as a means of interpretation. We interpret 

when we explain or conceptualize; when we translate or explain that meaning or 

significance of something; when we reveal or disclose (p. 85). 

 Additionally, Greenberg (2012) expands on the idea of narrative when he states that, “A 

narrative environment needs a context for its storytelling and a set of connections, and it also 

needs an audience rather than a market” (p. 98). While I agree that museum visitors should not 

be commodified for their market value, I would also argue that positioning them as an audience 

robs them of their own autonomy in the museum space, a position the contemporary social role 

of the museum is trying to move away from. Greenberg (2012) argued that “Stories give the past 

a future” (p. 103). I would add that museums can create contemporary stories and craft a present 

that will become a more inclusive narrative.  

In addition to using literary techniques to enhance experiences, contemporary museums 

are beginning to realize the transformative power of exhibition design within the museum space 

itself and learning to use architecture to create a message. Crawley (2012) writes that Arnold 

Aronson (2005), a professor at the Columbia School of the Arts, asserted that both the theatre 

and museum sectors “are concerned with the ‘transformation of space’, and the communication 

of information while manipulating the emotional response of spectators-occupants” (p. 12). 

Contemporary frameworks see theatricality as a channel to explore ideas of performativity, 

narrative, and visual imagery. Yet, Greenberg (2012) reports Crawley’s (2012) point that using 

theatricality as a framework must be approached carefully. That is, using historical architectural 

spaces as stages creates the risk of de-authenticating the experience by removing the experience 
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from its natural context. Other elements of theater staging – especially lighting – is being 

explored as a visual way of guiding visitor experiences.  

Crawley (2012) affirmed the idea that museums are constructed spaces, akin to theatre 

stages, where objects, lighting, and people are situated within the space intentionally and as a 

means of communicating an experience. While the intent of the museum as a theatrical space 

may be to guide the visitor through an experience, visitor experience refers to the viewer and his 

or her lived experiences in a socially responsible and educative role. Thus, I would argue that 

relying on the perspective that the museum is a theatre is not a socially responsible practice; 

rather, it perpetuates the historic role of the museum as the authoritarian voice.  

Characteristics of Collaboration  

Collaboration, as a term, has been problematic for the museum sector because it has been 

defined, and continues to be defined, in different ways by different stakeholder groups. 

Additionally, collaboration and community have become buzzwords that many museums allude 

to in the textual representations of their missions, usually without defining the terms. For 

purposes of this researcher, I use the word collaborative in accordance with Nina Simon’s (2010) 

contention that it refers to projects where “visitors are invited to serve as active partners in the 

creation of institutional projects that are originated and ultimately controlled by the institution” 

(p. 187). In my opinion, collaboration as a concept runs the risk of favoring the voice of the 

institution over the voices of the collaborating parties. In order to be truly multi-vocal and non-

hierarchical, I would argue that Simon’s (2010) concept of co-creative programming – projects 

where “community members work together with institutional staff members from the beginning 

to define the project’s goals and to generate the program or exhibit based on community 

interests” (p. 187) – is a more holistic approach in that direction. In her doctoral dissertation 
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Pegno (2017) aptly defined multi-vocal as referring to “narratives where no single voice is heard 

as distinctly clear or separate” (p. 14). An abundance of literature examines collaborative 

practices between artists and community centers, including studies by Cleavland (1992, 2008), 

Krensky (2009), Pegno (2017), and Sinner (2015). But again, few of these authors focus on the 

perspectives of staff members who are meant to actualize these collaborations, a gap that this 

project aims to address. In order to do so, it is important to have an idea of the existing trends in 

contemporary collaborative exhibition practices. 

Contemporary collaborative exhibition practices  

In order to enact the idea of collaboration within the museum, contemporary collaborative 

exhibition practices have use four main approaches: (a) co-creative, community-focused 

exhibition, (b) artist’s voice as curator, (c) edu-curation, (d) systems thinking and (e) residency 

programs. These five approaches can co-exist in one museum’s organizational approach or 

remain discrete approaches to collaborative exhibition practices within the museum space. 

Co-creative, community-focused exhibition. To cultivate exhibitions that align with the 

new roles of the museum – being ideologically embedded in the community and cultivating 

awareness of how their social and spatial roles impact their image – museum programming has 

seen an increased interest in socially engaged community programming (Helguera, 2011; 

Dewhurst, 2014; Pegno & Quinn, 2014; Johnston, 2014). A strong example of the museum 

acting as a hub for long-term sustainable community engagement is discussed in Acuff and 

Evans’ (2014) anthology Multiculturalism in Museums Today. In their contributing chapter, art 

educators Marianna Pegno and Traci Quinn, both of whom work in ways that are clearly imbued 

with post-positivist frameworks, discuss two programs they have created: Giving Voice and 

Peaceful Migrations. Both educators assume the hybridized role of artist and educator for their 
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programs, a choice that signifies a change in the role of artists and curators. Using the concept of 

hybridity to ground their projects respects the identities of the refugee populations that they co-

create with. The series of art-making prompts and discussions highlighted in the chapter 

culminated in an exhibition where refugees were both creators and the voices of the exhibition. 

Pegno and Quinn’s work (Acuff & Evans, 2014) exemplifies Johnston’s (2014) concept of 

socially-engaged curating, discussed further in this chapter.  

Programs such as this one illustrate the type of collaboration that museums are currently 

facilitating with youth in their communities, specifically in the southwestern part of the United 

States. The program support youths’ exploration of self, identity, and community through artistic 

processes and projects and address the issue of sharing reflective voices in the museum. The 

programs also exemplify the now widely hybridized roles of curators, museum educators, and 

community participants in creating a museum’s physical and social space. Some programs 

remain collaborative, as we defined earlier, and others expand to become co-creative (Simon, 

2010).  

In these collaborative exhibition approaches, the traditional roles of artist as genius or 

celebrity, curator as decoder, and community as content recipient are re-imagined. Artists and 

museums become resources that facilitate projects and exhibitions. The focus of these 

collaborations and their manifestations go beyond creating an exhibition space that is meant to 

evoke an emotion or recount an experience from the perspective of the artist or curator. While 

resulting exhibitions may imbue members who participated in the project with a sense of pride, 

the deeper intention is to facilitate a critical process that encourages community members to 

reimagine their own social, economic, or historical positionalities. However, this literature 
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indicated that a lack of funding sources and inadequate staffing often makes it difficult to create 

sustainable programming. 

Artist’s voice as curator. The role of the curator in contemporary museum theory has 

changed (Jeffery, 2015). While the traditional format of the curator decoding artworks for the 

public still exists, the foundation of the curatorial process itself has begun to change. In her 

article “Slow Curating: Re-thinking and Extending Socially Engaged Art in the Context of 

Northern Ireland,” Megan Johnston (2014) describes the concept of socially engaged curating, 

saying that it is an approach “where curators employ pedagogical methodologies and approaches 

as part of the curatorial premise and process” (p. 24). The concept of socially engaged curating 

demonstrates the larger ideological shift toward museums seeking to become self-reflective 

institutions that consider the social roles of their museum professionals and operate as productive 

spaces of usership, rather than being places that expect visitors to act as spectators. To 

understand how this shift influences the collaborative exhibition design between museum 

professionals and artist, we must further examine the shifting roles of artists, curators, and 

museum professionals in the contemporary museum sector.  

Laura Hoptman (2012), curator for the Museum of Modern Art’s department of painting 

and sculpture, explored the relationship between curator and artist when the artist is asked to 

curate the space. This work highlighted the different thought processes and approaches for 

curating a space. This concept also demonstrated the need for conversation between stakeholders 

who collaborate in order to more fully understand one another’s approach to creating museum 

exhibitions – a conversation this study facilitates. 

Edu-curation. Edu-curation is a term coined by Villeneuve and Rowson-Love (2017) to 

describe an exhibition approach that is informed by feminist systems thinking and that uses 
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collaboration and evaluation as tools to create equity between objects and audiences. According 

to Villeneuve and Rowson-Love (2017), edu-curation is a process or way of thinking that 

museums can use as a way to move away from the concept of curator as sole voice or “the lone 

creative” that dominated museums in the 20th century (p. 10). The U.S. Department of Labor 

(2016) currently defines curators as those who “administer collections, such as artwork, 

collectibles, historic items, or scientific specimens of museums or other institutions. May 

conduct instructional, research, or public service activities of institution.” The most recent 

version of CurCom’s (2009) Curatorial Code of Ethics defines curators as being “highly 

knowledgeable, experienced, or educated in a discipline relevant to the museum’s purpose or 

mission” and explains that “curatorial roles and responsibilities vary widely within the museum 

community and within the museum itself and may also be fulfilled by staff members with other 

titles” (p. 3). 

AAM’s (2017) Curator Core Competencies are defined as preservation, research and 

communication. Within these three foundational elements, curators possess nine core 

competencies and related applied skills, as shown in Table 2 below.  

 
Table 2. Curator core competencies and related applied skills 

Core competency Related applied skills 
Preservation Collection planning 

Collecting 
Collection care 

Research Scholarly research 
Object research 
Applied research 

Communication Exhibition development 
Education 
Outreach and advocacy 
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Digital literacy and management/leadership are two final competencies that the AAM 

(2017) outlines. With these is in mind, Villeneuve and Rowson-Love (2017) proposed that 

perspectives and expertise of museum educators should be considered during the whole 

curatorial or exhibition planning process, not just at the end of the process. While by no means 

flawless, Villeneuve and Rowson-Love’s (2017) approach to curation aims to create a 

rhizomatic, dialogic-based framework for the exchange of ideas, resulting in enriched exhibition 

designs and usership from community members. 

Systems thinking. On an institutional level, Jung and Rowson-Love (2017) edited a book 

that explores the concept of applying systems thinking to museum practice. Systems thinking is a 

concept first used in the field of biology in the 1930’s. The concept argues that large systems 

cannot be understood properly by dissecting the systems components into discrete silos and 

assuming that those silos, when combined reflect the system as a whole. Put simply and in the 

context of museums, Jung and Rowson-Love describe systems thinking as, “ the whole is bigger 

than the sum of its parts” (2017, p. 3). The authors in this book advocate for a system that utilizes 

co-learning, exhibition teams, shared leader ship and reflexive practice as a way to deconstruct 

the museum’s archaic image as a hierarchical institution that perpetuates the formation of 

hegemonic societies. I view this approach as a contemporary way to cultivate collaboration in 

exhibition practice as well as, the internal fabric of a museums culture. 

Residency programs. Artist residence programs are another type of collaboration 

exhibition practice with museums, artists, and communities as participants. These programs 

provide artists with an array of resources such as studio space, exhibition space, housing, access 

to collections, and access to museum contacts. In exchange for these resources, the hosting 

museum usually benefits from an exhibition done by the artist in collaboration with the museum. 
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The intention of residencies is to broaden connections between artists and museums, and with 

communities that visit the museum (Arizona State University Art Museum, 2007; 2008). 

The collaborative nature of these partnerships is meant to be mutually beneficial for all 

stakeholders, but once again, issues of power and voice emerge that are similar to those 

discussed earlier in the section on youth programming between community youth and the 

museum. As in that case, the question once again emerges regarding whose voice is being 

shared. Additionally, while there is potential for artists to incorporate local communities into 

their residency experiences, it is not a requirement that they do so. The risk and limitation of this 

collaborative model is that the interests of the artists-in-residence may lie outside of the interests 

of the surrounding communities, a circumstance that results in the creation of art exhibitions or 

programs that are not community-focused. This dynamic becomes problematic when museum 

staff and the visiting artists do not create strategies regarding how to make the content of the 

artist’s work conceptually and physical accessible to the community. The benefit of these 

programs, however, is the continued renegotiation of power between artist and curator.  

Concepts of Space  

This section is by no means a comprehensive treatise on all possible theories of space; 

instead, it provides a relevant review of key concepts regarding space and related to my research, 

as presented by authors from a variety of fields.  

Space is a nebulous concept that has been examined in western cultures from time as far 

back as the 4th century BCE when Aristotle defined space as a finite unit of measure (Stoetzer, 

2008). Since then, space has been defined and redefined by many different authors from fields 

including math, physics, urban geography, and sociology (Hubbard & Kitchin, 2004; 2011). 
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Martina Löw’s (2008; 2016) ideas are significant to my study, although she is not included in 

Hubbard & Kitchin’s (2011) extensive accounting. 

The historic understanding of space as an absolute – or Euclidian space – has created a 

sense of friction between different fields of thought. Structure-theoretical approaches to space 

focus on the potentiality of space; that is, they describe space as conceptual and grounded in 

theory, and do not address the concept of everyday spaces and how humans influence space 

(Stoetzer, 2008). Action-theoretical views of space focus on individuals as agents who produce 

space. In this view, space results from human actions and is not grounded in theoretical 

frameworks (Giddens, 1998, as cited in Löw, 2016). In other words, space is experiential and 

relational (Löw, 2016, p. 51). Materialist theory assumes that societal structures are in place to 

shape the actions of people in certain ways and are meant to maintain homogeneity in larger 

societal structures (Lefebvre, 1991). Löw (2016), however, sees space as “a relational 

arrangement of living beings and social goods” (p. 131). She defines social goods as material 

goods or tangible objects, and defies symbolic goods as intangible goods or learned behaviors (p. 

130).  

According to Löw (2008; 2016), social goods have both material and symbolic roles, 

although one role may emerge as more prevalent depending on the action being performed by an 

individual. Lefebvre (1991) and Löw’s (2008; 2016) focus on the relational aspects of space and 

their acknowledgement of space as socially produced support my own research interests and 

beliefs. I use Lefebvre (1991) and Löw (2008) as the theorists behind the primary concepts of 

space that guide this study. Chapter 3 expands on their respective beliefs on the topic. 
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Voices of New Professionals 

The resources I have encountered in my studies as an art educator and museum educator 

tend to focus on two particular demographic groups: (a) arts educators who are established in the 

system of arts education, and (b) the populations with whom arts educators work. Resources 

from the perspectives of those who are new to arts education are beginning to appear in 

explorations of co-mentorship and mentorship. In my position as a new arts educator and 

museum professional, I find myself wondering how to move from the conceptualization of an 

idea to its presentation in a real-world setting. One of the underlying goals of my dissertation, 

and the reason I am writing in a narrative voice, is to determine whether bringing my voice as a 

new into the conversation about museum exhibition and education programming practices 

modifies the discourse. As Sullivan (2014) states, “Rather than perceiving an institution as a 

knowledge industry that produces and delivers goods, perhaps it is beneficial to take another 

look at the common good, and the many separate and shared pathways that can lead there” (p. 

336).  

Current literature in arts education speaks of the experiences and perspectives of teachers 

and students in the classroom and literature in reference to the perspectives of individuals who 

are in the transitory space – that is, those between the student and teacher/professional role, an 

area generally limited to K-12 teachers. There is little literature on the pre-service experience of 

museum educators. There is also little discussion on how to work effectively with colleagues in 

institutional structures upon entering the workforce. While Remer (2010) asserts that “quality 

arts teaching in the hands of a well-prepared and knowledgeable person – a licensed arts 

educator, a classroom teacher, or a professional artist – can and often does result in quality 
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student arts learning” about the article (p. 88), most others fail to address what the process of 

becoming a “knowledgeable” person looks like. 

  Klein’s (2013) book, Teaching art in context: Case studies for preservice art education, 

provides case studies for pre-service teachers and aims to act as a reference point for teachers, 

presenting experiences that come from the perspectives of experienced educators. I found myself 

grappling with the distinctions drawn in the book between dilemma-based cases and exemplar 

cases. In the text, dilemma-based cases are events in which the intent of the educator is not met 

and thus the aims of the lesson are unfulfilled, resulting in the teacher having to modify her/his 

original plan. On the other hand, exemplar cases are those “examples of art teaching that can be 

analysed and discussed in terms of what was effective and why” (Klein, 2003, pp. xi). In my 

opinion, all teaching events, regardless of how well they fit the educator’s initial projected 

vision, should be assessed and modified.  

Moreover, I did not understand the text’s discernment and classification of a dilemma-

based case study as an unsuccessful event. I would argue that a case study that was labelled 

dilemma-based is merely a case where the educator, for whatever reason, did not critically plan 

for the activity. However, this does not mean that she/he cannot critically reflect on the event 

after the fact. A lesson’s ineffectiveness may have been a result of the lesson plan, but many 

other components should always be reviewed and assessed as well, such as the factors 

responsible for students’ motivation or lack thereof, or the teacher’s level of experience in 

teaching a specific subject.  

Teaching is a dynamic and multifaceted process, and a crucial part of that process is 

critical reflection. Critical reflection is essential in both “effective” and “ineffective” cases. 

Critically reflecting on a teaching experience makes that experience a successful one. 
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 Remer (2010) also posited that “it is clear that assessment, research and evaluation need 

to become a hefty part of in-service professional development if we are to increase the 

effectiveness of arts learning” (p. 87). If arts educators and leaders wish to effectively change the 

structures in which they work, all voices affiliated with those structures must be considered. 

Individuals who are members of social and political constructs should feel as if they are being 

heard. Assessment, to me, means being able to be accountable for one’s learning processes while 

also being empathetic to the growing pains associated with learning new systems. If we don’t 

talk about the processes of becoming an arts educator or what it means to be a part of a 

museum’s visitor-focused internal staffing structure, and if we don’t share our organic thoughts 

during the process, we will be unable to effectively assess and reflect on these structures and 

uncover the gaps. 

 Another concept from art education that is applicable to this project is Freedman’s (2011) 

idea that close relationships between students and teachers – those in which teachers assume the 

role of a mentor or role model – can motivate students to learn (p. 44). With this idea of 

mentorship comes the need for a space for discourse. I contend that mentorship is demonstrated 

when someone who is established in a particular field shares his or her expertise while allowing 

the mentee to have his or her own approach. Instead of dictating what the mentee does, a strong 

mentor is available for direction, consultation and feedback, but does not force his or her 

perspective onto the mentee. This approach creates a symbiotic relationship between the mentor 

and mentee and the mentor and is applicable in pre-service museum educator programs as well 

as internally within museums as professional workplaces.  

Multiple supervisors, colleagues and individuals in authority have contended that my lack 

of real-world experience is a hindrance to my professional practice, comments that have left me 
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feeling inadequate and frustrated. While I agree that applied sciences do not require working 

outside of the classroom setting to create a holistic understanding of the field, I would argue that 

the current requirements for becoming an arts educator or museum professional come with 

economic and time-related implications. Thus, I have chosen to continue through school without 

having a professional role within the field rather than to take time off to gain real world 

experience and potentially return to school later. Along the way, I have looked for (and continue 

to look for) moments of mentorship and opportunities to gain applied experience. Thus, I have 

used my dissertation as an opportunity for strengthening connections with my colleagues, for 

cultivating our relational space, and for learning from their lived experiences within our 

workplace. 

 I believe in processes – the spaces between ideas and reality where intent, 

conceptualization, and realities are blurred. That is why Thompson’s (2014) assertion that “arts 

integration is often treated as ‘doing’ rather than a way of thinking through and knowing, and 

focus is often placed on the finished static product, in effect dismissing what was learned through 

its planning and creation” (p. 381) resonates with me.  It is encouraging that arts education 

programming and publications are becoming more process- and mentorship-focused. Marit 

Dewhurst’s (2014) book, Social Justice Art: A Framework for Activist Art Pedagogy, is a literary 

piece that is useful for understanding the importance of process as it unpacks the steps of 

creating activist art programming with youths from the perspectives of educators. Recent 

journals have explored process-focused working by parsing the ideas of mentorship and co-

mentorship in the arts and academia (Visual Inquiry, 2016). These publications give a voice to 

those new educators and professionals who are in the process of becoming experts in their field, 

creating a transparent narrative and non-hierarchical relationship between mentors and mentees. 
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My dissertation too serves as a transparent resource for both new museum professionals who are 

questioning aspects of their field and for individuals who may find themselves assuming the role 

of mentor for new museum professionals.  

Summary 

In this chapter I detailed the key areas of research in art and museum education that are 

most deeply connected to the impetus of my research; specifically, (a) museums as heterotopias; 

(b) changes in institutional values in the museum, and the museum’s social and spatial roles; (c) 

characteristics of collaboration, (d) concepts on space in relation to physical, mental, and social 

space, and (e) voices of new professionals. 

The first subset situates museums as heterotopias – spaces that allow internal staff 

members and visitors to explore and question systems of representation. While not always 

clearly communicated, the museum’s role is to provide a version of representation and invite 

visitors to cultivate their own understandings, at length above. The sections above discuss the 

ways that social and spatial roles of museums have evolved, and demonstrate that practices 

related to exhibition design and programming have become collaboratively focused.   



 66 

CHAPTER 3: Methodologies  

Since it is only when goods and people are linked with each other that space 
emerges, considerable theoretical attention must be paid to the formation of 
relationships (Löw, 2016, p. 132). 
 

Research Overview 

Chapter 1 detailed the impetus for my research question, while Chapter 2 reviewed the 

existing literature that is relevant to my dissertation research, specifically those works addressing 

the concepts of: (a) museums as heterotopias; (b) changes in institutional values in regard to 

social and spatial roles; (c) characteristics of collaboration; (d) concepts of space in relation to 

physical, mental and social space; and (e) resources for young professionals. In those two 

chapters, then, I set forth the context for and relevance of this research by expressing my 

investment in the project and by outlining the literature regarding what has and what has not 

been discussed in museum studies and art education literature. 

In this chapter, I will restate the research question and present the details of the 

theoretical framework for the study. I will outline the methods used for data collection and 

expand on the research setting and participant profiles. I will conclude the chapter with a 

statement of my approach to data analysis. In summary, then, the chapter presents the framework 

of the research project – the “how to” of the work. 

Restatement of Research Questions 

In my research, I ask the following:  

• What do art museum staff members communicate about their understanding of their 

roles in co-creative and collaborative education programming and museum exhibition 

design in contexts of relational space in the museum? 

In my secondary questions, I make the inquiries listed below: 
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• What indicators of internal dialogue are revealed in this exploration? 

• What do these conversations uncover about staff understanding(s) of the spaces that 

they work in as relational? 

• What ideas arise regarding possible change for the museum’s approach to 

collaborative and co-creative education programming and museum exhibition design? 

Theoretical Framework 

For this study, my theoretical framework pulls from two notions of space contributed by 

theorists Henri Lefebvre (1991) and Martina Löw (2008), who share the belief that space is 

relational. As Löw (2008) hypothesizes, “space is a relational arrangement of living beings and 

social goods” (p. 131). Aspects of Lefebvre’s (1991) and Löw’s (2008) works focus on the social 

or human element of the creation of space, an aspect of museum space that has become a primary 

focus in the museum sector. I will address Lefebvre’s (1991) and Löw’s (2008) concepts of 

space individually, sharing which of their concepts or mixed concepts frame my research.  

Lefebvre 

I found Lefebvre's (1971) theoretical ideas on the production of space – specifically, his 

discussion on the gap between real space (i.e., lived social experiences and physical places) and 

mental space (i.e., theoretical space where dominant ideologies assume the label of knowledge) – 

to be significant for this study. Lefebvre (1971) worked within a premise that western philosophy 

sees knowledge as an absolute, that is, separate from lived experiences. To this, he adds his 

conceptualization of space to include real and mental space as symbiotic occurrences. Lefebvre 

(1971) operated from a triadic position from which three types of space exist in the everyday – 

physical space, mental space, and social space.  
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Physical space.  For Lefebvre (1971), physical space – also termed first space or 

conceived space – is the perceived space that an individual encounters. Put another way, physical 

space is the tangible materialized unit – a building, for example – where second and third spaces 

are activated. This concept is significant to my research since the museum I work in and that is 

the focus of my research is a public museum with a building structure that is defined by public 

funding and its location on the perimeter of a campus of a large public university in the 

southwestern United States. The physical space of my research – specifically, the architecture of 

the museum – plays a significant role in the museum’s identity, in its acquisition of art, in the art 

displayed in the museum, in the use of exhibitions spaces, and in the way-finding strategies of 

visitors. 

Mental space.  Mental space – also referred to as second space – is the perceived space 

signifying intangible representations of space. It is the space where human agents grapple with 

ideas and concepts. Harvey (1990) explains Lefebvre’s (1971) concept of second space as 

dominated by political parties that are in power and use fragmentation of space to simultaneously 

create space and maintain power. Löw (2008) reports Edward Soja (1989) as remarking, “It is 

the ideological, cognitive aspect of space, it is representation, mathematical and physical models 

and plans, which enable space to be read. It is the aspect of space to which the sciences generally 

refer” (p. 28). In the context of my research, I examine the formation of a mental space that is 

heavily impacted by the goals of internal staff members who have higher levels of education and 

more generous salaries. That is, mental space is directly related to one’s cultural capital or access 

to normative ideologies and to one’s position in hierarchies within power-structures. As 

demonstrated in the introduction, there is a disconnect between the structural hierarchy of 

internal staff structures at museums and the focus in the museum field on constructivist, visitor-
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centered programming models. This construction of mental space both on an internal staff level 

and on an institutional level can impact the museum’s approach to co-creative and collaborative 

education and exhibition programming.  

Social space. As per Lefebvre (1971), social space – also referred to as third space, or 

lived space – is the result of practiced and learned human social interaction. Third space is the 

result of repetitive actions by a human agent. Third space, I would argue, is the space in which 

Giddens’ (1984) concepts of discursive consciousness and practical consciousness exist. To 

clarify, discursive consciousness is a reflective consciousness in which the human agent is aware 

of his or her agency, while practical consciousness can be described as one’s routinized or 

unconscious behaviors. 

While I agree with Lefebvre’s (1971) approach to defining space in a triad, I am inclined 

to reject one primary aspect of his spatial concept – specifically, the idea that all tenets of space 

are linked to Marxist ideas of production in which one’s production of space is not transactional 

but dictated or created by capitalistic tendencies. Löw (2008) explains that Lefebvre (1971) sees 

the production of space as essentially another mechanism of societal production in which 

“everydayness means the standardization of the lifestyles of individualization and 

particularization through socialization processes” (p. 28). From this viewpoint, the parties that 

control second space fragment the other spatial tenets as a way of maintaining power by making 

space a marketable unit. According to Lefebvre (1971), this act homogenizes the market value of 

space, decreasing its value as a physical and social space. Operating from a post-positivist or 

constructivist lens, I see Lefebvre’s (1971) recognition of Marxist economics as representational 

of a larger systemic problem in western culture. That is, while economy and power structures are 
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significant in the production of space, an economic or market-driven focus robs human agents of 

their agency in the production of space.  

In the context of my research, the physical space is the museum building itself. Although 

I work exclusively with internal museum members, the mental space present in my study was 

comprised of the internal staff members’ personal and professional interpretations of our 

conversations. Various participants referenced the board of trustees, the Dean of the College of 

Art, the President of the university, and the museum sector as an entity among the factors 

contributing to the museum’s mental space. Social space requires the interaction or exchange of 

ideas between two human being. In my study, social space exists in two aspects – first, as the 

actual and potential capacity for the museum to function as a visitor focused institution, and 

second, as the internal working relationships that exist (or do not exist) among the museum’s 

internal staff members.  

Löw 

 Löw’s (2006) conception of space expands on Giddens (1984) duality of structure, 

asserting the idea of duality as part of her concept of space. Löw (2006) describes her duality of 

space as relational and rooted in the idea that the human body is a “building block of space” (p. 

121), stating that humans act as social agents whose interactions and actions create space and are 

shaped by economic, social, legal, cultural and physical structures. Space is seen as the relational 

arrangements of living beings and social goods. For Löw (2008), space cannot be conceived 

without bodies. Löw (2008) asserted two primary tenets – spacing and synthesis – to “expand 

Gidden’s theory to include the materiality of space at the structural level” (p. 33), or as I will call 

it, physical space.  
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Spacing. According to Löw (2006; 2008; 2016), spacing is the tangible and materialistic 

component of how one relates to social goods. The concept is similar to Lefebvre’s (1971) 

concept of first space or physical space in that it focuses on the materiality of space, but the 

concept parts from Lefebvre’s (1971) concept in its primary focus on how human agents relate to 

space. This concept pairs well with my decision to use narrative inquiry as one of my mixed 

methods, as discussed in the next section.  

Synthesis. Löw’s (2008; 2016) other primary concept of space is synthesis. Syntheses are 

created as a result of how individuals perceive day-to-day activities, with perceptions being a 

direct result of the social goods and people that individuals encounter in their environments. 

Synthesis is similar to Lefebvre’s (1971) second and third spaces in that it considers the impact 

of external forces on individuals and their experiences of space. However, it is important to note 

that Löw (2008, 2016) addresses the idea of how the absence of physical space affects one’s 

creation of space, asserting that synthesis can exist without spacing (as is seen in virtual reality), 

but that spacing cannot exist without synthesis. In other words, the creation of physical space 

does not occur in a vacuum. In the day-to- day activity of constituting space, synthesis and 

spacing are concurrent, since action is always a process.  

Institutionalization of space. In regard to conceiving of institutions as spaces, according 

to Löw (2008), “The existence of societal institutions depends on reproduction in day-to-day 

activities. However, institutions persist even if subgroups of society do not reproduce them. 

Space must therefore be seen as constituted through action in interaction with societal structures” 

(p. 38). That is, institutions can exist within a society if a certain number of individuals (not all 

individuals) reproduce them. This concept highlights the potential for power discrepancies to 

shape individual access to relational experience and thus to individual creation of space, an idea 
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that many museums, including the museum that is the focus of this case study, are 

contemporarily attempting to navigate.   

The focus on the relational human element in spacing, synthesis, and institutionalization 

of space grounds my desire to use narrative inquiry, auto-ethnography, and interviews with my 

colleagues. The human element grounds my methods for data collection and analysis. My focus 

on the relational element of space, also encourages me to explore how museums can exist as 

institutionalized spaces outside of relational experiences because of their historicity, while 

simultaneously fulfilling their role of enacting constructivist frameworks and cultivating 

relational experiences for visitors. 

Intersections 

 For the purpose of this study, I consolidate Lefebvre’s (1971) and Löw’s (2006; 2008; 

2016) ideas of space into the three categories of physical space, mental space, and social space. 

However, I will use these terms with three accompanying assumptions: (a) Löw’s (2006; 2008; 

2016) ideas of spacing and synthesis are absorbed into Lefebvre’s (1971) concepts of first, 

second and third space; (b) the use of these terms, unlike Lefebvre’s (1971) use of them, is not 

grounded solely in Marxist concepts of production and the economy, but rather are relational in 

nature; and (c) when using these terms, I recognize that societal power dynamics shape an 

individual’s access to social goods and interactions. These concepts of space guide how I framed 

the one-on-one interviews that formed a significant part of the data and guided my coding of the 

data. 

Methodological Framework: Design and Methods 

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 
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meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 6). Qualitative researchers operating on the 

assumption that a subject’s conscious awareness is a primary factor in understanding his or her 

experiences and that “the experience a person has includes the way in which the experience is 

interpreted” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 9). While some might read this work as a narrative 

inquiry, I posit this work as a case study with an auto-ethnographic lens written in narrative 

prose. That is, this study focuses on my process of better understanding my role and the roles of 

my peers through my lens as a novice museum professional via relational dynamics. 

Case study 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) defined case study as “an in-depth description of a bounded 

system” (p. 37). In other words, a case study examines a certain phenomenon that has specific 

parameters and delimitations. Merriam (1998) explained that case studies have three aspects – a 

particularistic aspect, a descriptive aspect, and a heuristic aspect. These attributes of a case study 

mean that although a researcher observes and collects data on one specific (or particular) context, 

event, or phenomena, the reader gains insight into the studied phenomenon and expands his or 

her life lens.  

I utilized my place of work as the focal point, to discuss broad themes with my 

colleagues and wove in my own reflections throughout the study to create an embedded, single-

case study (Yin, 2012, p. 7). Also, I constructed a theoretical frame to guide my research 

questions and support analytical generalizations (not statistical generalizations) (Yin, 2012, p. 6). 

To shape a stronger narrative, I applied four of the six formats as data sources for case studies in 

my work: 

1. Direct observations (e.g., human actions or a physical environment). Represented by 

my research journal, embodied narrative and photographs of colleagues’ work spaces; 
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2. Interviews (e.g., open-ended conversations with key participants). One-on-one 

interviews and focus groups; 

3. Participant-observation (e.g., being identified as a researcher but also filling a real-life 

role in the scene being studied). Demonstrated by the auto-ethnographic component of 

this study (Yin, 2012, p.10). 

While these factors make case studies non-replicable and hard to generalize, case studies 

do offer insight into a defined experience and, in the case of my study, provided a vehicle for 

reflection on my position in relation to the museum’s co-creative and collaborative programming 

from a theoretical framework grounded in spatial theory.  

The conclusions discussed in Chapter 5 are intended to highlight the transferability or 

potential points of relevance for individuals who find themselves in contexts similar to those I 

describe in my research. “Context-bound extrapolations” or “speculations on the likely 

applicability of findings to other situations under similar, but not identical conditions” (Patton, 

1990, p. 489) are further discussed in Chapter 6. 

The fact that my research was designed as a case study but also as auto-ethnographic 

(which is grounded in relational dynamics that extend outside of the temporal aspects of a case 

study) may seem problematic. To clarify, the use of a case study strengthened my ability to gain 

intimate knowledge of a bounded system of which I am a part. I anticipated the influence that 

this understanding would have on my use of narrative versus that of a more generalizable study. 

The use of a case study permitted me to create a sense of context for the reader and to relay my 

research in a more relatable style of a personal narrative . 
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Auto-ethnography 

Auto-ethnography enabled me to respect the duality of narrative inquiry as both a method 

and phenomena by encouraging me to reflect on the research experience. This reflection 

supported my theoretical framework, specifically regarding the ideas of discursive and practical 

consciousness and how they impact the construction of space. Situating myself as a character in 

the study and as the primary voice or subject ensured that I remained reflective as a researcher 

and activated my discursive consciousness. Using auto-ethnography also permitted me to situate 

my positionality as a researcher and subject for future readers -- that is, to enable the reader to 

understand my lived experiences in relation to the social objects and people (Löw, 2008) and in 

terms of the social and cultural contexts I experienced prior to and during the research process.  

To understand auto-ethnography, we must first understand its different parts. According 

to Ellis, Adams & Bochner (2011), auto-ethnography is “an approach to research and writing that 

seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to 

understand cultural experience (ethno)” (p. 273). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) describe 

ethnography as research that focuses on the various ways in which individuals and groups 

behave and how those behaviors create a culture. In its entirety, auto-ethnography uses personal 

experiences as a way to understand cultural experiences. This study examines the culture of the 

museum staff and their roles in the context of co-creative and collaborative programming, and 

does so through my lens as an art museum educator who is new to the profession.  

The use of auto-ethnography allowed me to challenge the distanced tone of traditional 

academic writing by using what authors call an evocative tone grounded in the history of 

storytelling. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), “stories are how we make sense of our 

experiences, how we communicate with others, and through which we understand the world 
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around us” (p. 34). The aim of using a personal, auto-ethnographic tone is to create an engaging 

text that is accessible to audiences beyond the realm of the academic subject – in this case, 

beyond the realm of museums, museum education, arts education, and visual culture education 

(Ellis et al., 2011).  

Writing in a first-person narrative creates a relational dynamic between myself and the 

research participants and between myself and the reader, and supports the goal of understanding 

how my colleagues’ reflections on the ways that their roles inform collaborative and co-creative 

programming ultimately impacts the overall creation of museum space. This type of narrative 

inquiry ensured a tone of relatability in my research and exposed the messy, but productive, 

process of: gaining a better understanding of one’s own workplace and creating a dissertation. 

Research Setting and Participants 

The museum 

Data collection for this study took place at a university-based contemporary art museum, 

my current place of work, in the southwestern United States. The university art museum is 

located on the main campus of one of the largest universities in the United States, a school with 

an enrollment of approximately 70,000 students. The museum itself has multiple locations. The 

primary location is on the northwest corner of the university’s main campus and is open to the 

public five days a week. The second location is situated close to the main location, on a main 

street in the downtown area and is open to the public three days a week and by appointment an 

additional two days a week. The third location, which is in the downtown area of a different 

township but within the same metropolitan area, houses artists who are working with the 

museum as part of their art and residence programs and has its own experimental gallery space. 

This location is open to the public one day a week and for special events. 



 77 

The museum’s mission statement uses words and phrases such as meeting point, 

exchange, new ideas, perspectives, experiences and meaningful connections, supporting my 

choice of methodologies and my desire to facilitate reflective conversations within the museum. 

In regard to my study, the museum’s mission begins to shape stakeholders’ expectations of 

mental and social space. Moreover, the use of such language supports my interest in 

understanding how the selected stakeholders believe their positions contribute to creating a 

museum space that embodies all of these terms. Highlighting the museum’s mission statement 

shaped the understanding of the researcher, the research participants, and the readers regarding 

the research setting and expectations for the institutions’ internal structure, and also served as a 

starting point for the first round of interviews. It must be noted that although the museum has 

three locations, this study focused on the main location and the facility that is the location for my 

particular job. The museum has approximately 60,000 visitors to its physical spaces each year, 

and approximately 100,000 visitors to the website annually. The museum presents approximately 

20 exhibitions per year and serves 9,000 students annually through programs related to both 

university and K-12 curricula. 

The participants 

I began my data collection in spring 2017 and continued the process into the fall of that 

year (see Appendix C for the full timeline). All research participants were employed directly or 

indirectly by the museum. Most were staff members at the museum, with the exclusion of those 

who are collaborating artists on temporary contracts with the museum. Participants included 

individuals with diverse gender identities, ages, ethnicities, career specialties, length of 

employment with the museum, and educational attainment level. For purposes of the research, I 

assumed that most participants, as employees of the museum, were familiar with the museum’s 
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mission and had either a professional or hobbyist interest in the art museum sector. Participants 

were recruited during a full staff meeting during which I shared my research question and 

general motivations for the research. I recruited one member from each department – with the 

exception of departments mentioned in the limitations/delimitations section – to participate in the 

first round of interviews. Participants were given the option of providing their middle names to 

serve as a pseudonym or providing a pseudonym of their choice. The research itself was marked 

as exempt by the degree-granting institution’s IRB office7.  

Extended character profiles 

 This section introduces you to the characters in this study, and the rest of the document 

will explore my experiences with them and our joint explorations of our museum space. I will 

introduce myself first, in order to provide the reader with a deeper understanding of my 

positionality. I will then introduce my colleagues, in no particular order. These extended profiles 

are the product of my own personal and working relationships with my colleagues and of my 

observations from the one-on-one interviews. They are written from my dual perspective as 

author and colleague, and thus, certain profiles may be more developed than others. In the 

profiles, I address several factors in varying orders: (a) the character’s understanding of what his 

or her role entails, (b) the length of employment with the museum, (c) the individual’s degree 

level, (d) who the character supervises, and by whom he or she is supervised, (d) my past 

experience (if any) with the individual, and (e) the role that character they played within the 

context of the interviews. 

Kat. That’s me, the voice you have been reading for the past sixty pages. I am both the 

author of this work and a participating character in this narrative. As Hall (1990) states, “You 

                                                
7	IRB exemption # 1703304378	
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have to position yourself somewhere in order to say anything at all” (p. 18). Therefore, to 

understand my research, it is important to understand that I am both the researcher and a 

participant in this study and that my positionality shaped the research process and the 

connections that I made. Malterud (2001) reminds us:  

A researcher's background and position will affect what they choose to investigate, the 

angle of investigation, the methods judged most adequate for this purpose, the findings 

considered most appropriate, and the framing and communication of conclusion (pp. 483-

484). 

In order to remain reflexive in this process, I used journals to address my own 

positionality. Feminist geographers England, Rose and Sultana (1994; 1997; 2007) highlight 

aspects of positionality that align with my research focus and theoretical frame. First, Aiken and 

Valentine (2015) describe England, Rose and Sultana (1994; 1997; 2007) as defining 

positionality as “how people view the world from different embodied locations” (p. 364). This 

relational description and its discrete and complex components are further outlined in Aitken & 

Valentine’s (2015) statement: 

The partial situatedness of knowledge means whether we are researcher or participants, 

we are differently situated by our social, intellectual and spatial locations, by our 

intellectual history and our lived experience, all of which shape our understandings of the 

world and the knowledge we produce (p. 364). 

Stated differently, positionality is the result of how one self-identifies and self-situates, as 

well as how one in situated by others and by societal norms and expectations. Positionality 

results in individuals assuming different positions in “hierarchies of power and privilege” 

(Aitken & Valentine, 2015, p. 364). Some self-identified aspects of my general positionality 
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include my identity as a white, able-bodied, heterosexual female. I am also an only child with 

two parents holding higher education degrees – my father with a bachelor’s degree in business 

and my mother with a PhD in social work. My family made a deliberate effort to have me travel 

the world and was able to afford to do so as a result of our economic positioning as a middle-

class family. Some self-identified aspects of my positionality at my place of work include the 

fact that my position at the museum is my first professional, full-time role, although I interned 

with the museum during my undergraduate studies. At 27 years old, I am one of the younger 

employees at the museum and I am pursuing a PhD in art and visual culture education with a 

minor in art history. 

Research Journal, 10/27/17 

I did not know that I would be laying on my bathmat at twenty-seven, questioning my 

conclusions and hating my own voice. No one tells you earning this platform is filled with self-

doubt or that the process can be consuming. You are finally handed a voice after years of 

sitting in a classroom; the potential is seemingly endless and utterly terrifying. 

 

While I am aware of some aspects of my privilege, I must also state that aspects of my 

positionality exist that are so far ingrained in my sense of identity that I may not directly address 

them here. However, the evolution of my professional identity, as a result of my dissertation 

process, is reflected on in Chapter 6. As a researcher, I believe it is important to be transparent 

on both a personal and professional level, since all of these aspects of my “self” impact my 

research interests, the data collection process, and the ways that I synthesize data. 

My title at the museum is Visitor Contact Coordinator and I have been working there for 

a year and a half. The curator of education is my immediate supervisor, while the senior curator 
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and interim director act as my overall supervisor. In my position, I manage between seven and 

ten work-study students 8 who come from various degree program backgrounds and are cross-

trained in security and visitor services. I have tried to create a program for the students I manage 

that provides them with real-world experience within the museum sector, is sensitive to their 

personal interests and addresses the museum’s needs for front-of-house staff. Given my role, I 

identify as both a manager of a program and as part of the larger education department. The 

duality of my role has, at times, created confusion for myself and for fellow staff members 

regarding the expectations of my role within the museum’s internal context.  

Although I am a part of the education department, my work desk is currently located in 

the administration offices at the museum, not the education office. My desk (see Figure 3) is 

situated amongst other desks in an open space but visually communicates my role as manager of 

the front of house work study students with its physical location—positioned to look out to the 

main lobby and front desk. I decorated my desk with items pertinent to my job (for example, an 

exhibition schedule and school calendar on my bulletin board to make scheduling easier), photos 

of family and friends and silly decorative items given to me by certain colleagues. My desk 

represents: my internal role at the museum, visual aspects of my non-professional life and some 

of the connections I made with other internal staff members.  

 

                                                
8 Federal Work Study (FWS) provides part-time jobs for undergraduate and graduate students 
with financial need [determined by income], allowing them to earn money to help pay education 
expenses. The program encourages community service work and work related to the student’s 
course of study (studentaid.ed.gov). 
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Figure 3. Kat’s workspace 

In a personal context, I identify as a perpetual student, a museum lover, and the daughter 

of parents who fostered my cultivation of a humanistic and relational life lens. I have been 

privileged in my access to education and in my access to a support system that encourages me to 

share my voice. I believe in education as a form of communication and deconstructing meta-

narratives. It is no wonder, then, that I have tethered my professional identity to one of the oldest 

institutions in the world – museums. I also believe in empathy and accountability. That is, I 

believe that in order for systems or dynamics to function, stakeholders must work to be 

responsive and open to others’ perspectives and to be accountable for their actions. My support 

of relational dynamics comes from my experience of adhering to labels and being given labels by 

others, some of which I accepted and some of which I rejected. 
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Anne. Anne is the museum’s senior curator and interim director. She has been with the 

museum for more than 25 years and holds a master’s degree in art history. As interim director, 

she is the overall supervisor of all positions, excluding that of the conservator. When asked to 

briefly describe what her role entails, she responded: 

I guess almost 10 years has been a split between administration and curatorial. Um, it's a 

pretty organic split from day to day. I do still work on my own exhibition projects that I 

lead with the team and with, um, and teamed very broadly within in the museum and 

beyond the museum. I do still have responsibilities with regards to collections and 

programming, um, but then I also have administrative responsibilities with overall, um, 

budgeting and financial issues, human resources, managing different departments, um, 

fund raising, development work, uh, facilities management, sort of broad Associate 

Director responsibilities (Anne transcriptions, p. 1). 

Anne has her own office in the museum complete with conference table and a back wall filled 

with books (see Figure 4). Her collection of art practice, art exhibition and art history books 

serve as a visual representation to me of her knowledge and expertise in the field of museums. 

The presence of a small conference table in her office implies that she is high enough on the 

hierarchical ladder to warrant bringing people to her office to meet, rather than meeting in other 

spaces. 
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Figure 4. Anne’s office  

Anne is tasked with overseeing all aspects of the museum, including museum exhibitions, 

museum maintenance, internal community partnerships with our affiliate university, external 

community partnerships with donors and other museums, and well-being of internal staff.  

Her research interests currently lie in sustainability and social practice. I first met Anne 

when she was my professor for a museum educators course during my final semester of my 

undergraduate degree. In my opinion, she is the quintessential curator – well educated, civic-

minded in her curatorial practice, aligned with the educative role of the museum, and with a 

killer sense of style. To me, Anne represents a balance between the traditional (pre-1980’s) 

object-centered voice of a curator and the visitor-centered, experiential model discussed in the 

literature review.  

One of our first encounters was during the first week of classes, during which an artist 

had been brought into the class as a guest speaker. Instead of a traditional lecture in the 
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classroom, however, this artist took us to the gallery and asked the students and instructors to do 

trust falls with each other. I was paired with Anne. I was dressed is some sort of stereotypical 

undergraduate outfit and noted that Anne was in a fabulous skirt and a pair of shoes. Anne 

willingly flung herself backwards into my arms. When my turn came around, all I could think 

was “dear God, please do not let me squish this curator.” Even before I had spent a significant 

amount of time with Anne, I had the impression that she was important. Her name was scrawled 

across the museum’s walls under text panels, and the way she spoke about museums and art with 

poise and confidence immediately formed a positive impression of her and perpetuated my 

opinion of curators. But when I was asked to fall back into her arms and the fear of potentially 

squishing her and her fabulous shoes arose, my perception of curators shifted, if only for a 

moment. Today, in our current context, Anne continues to balance the line between traditional 

curatorial voice and progressive museum practices. And yes, her shoes are always fabulous. 

Kimball. Kimball is a Conservator who has been with the museum for two years and 

nine months. She manages academic interns for her department and reports to a director who is 

not based in the museum but is the director of a college at the Southwestern university. 

Kimball’s current initiatives include managing the digitization of the museum’s print collection 

and the preservation and conservation of pieces from the museum’s collection. Kimball spends 

most of her time interfacing with: the preparators, the registrar and the curators. The first thing 

that comes to mind when I think of her is her stark white lab coat (see Figure 5). Kimball works 

in a lab that requires security clearance to enter and that is framed with glass walls. The fact that 

her workspace requires security clearance implies, to me as a novice museum educator and 

professional, the importance of her role and work within the museum’s internal structure. 
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Figure 5. Kimball’s office/ conservation lab 

Although I do not often work directly with Kimball, I do know that most conservation 

positions require at least a master’s degree. To me this implies a professional interest in the 

conservation and preservation of museum objects. When I do interface with Kimball, she is 

always very warm and professional. Kimball represents a traditional or foundational role found 

in museums. In the context of my role as visitor contact coordinator and manager of the student 

workers who interface the most with visitors, Kimball is keen to share any of her knowledge and 

expertise with the students.  

Esteban. Esteban, the chief preparator has been with the museum the longest – a total of 

29 years. He has a master’s degree in ceramics. He supervises the museum’s preparator specialist 

and reports to the senior curator. An artist himself, Esteban is able to both prepare exhibition 

spaces to create displays, as per an artist’s instructions, and to assist artists with crafting their 

exhibitions within the museum’s architectural boundaries. As the staff member who has been 
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with the museum the longest, other staff members, especially curators, value his expertise and 

opinion. When asked what a chief preparator does he responded: 

Just what the title implies. We, you know, basically in a nutshell, you know, we prepare 

the exhibition space for each exhibition. And that could be something as simple as 

painting, touching up, you know, patching, touch up paint. Or it could be as elaborate as, 

you know, reconfiguring the whole gallery with built out artificial walls and, you know, 

props, suspending 8 x 8 foot platforms from the ceiling. Building, painting, repairing 

pedestals or other display props. Unpack--if it's a traveling show, we unpack it, we work 

with the registrars to condition it. Permanent collection shows, we retrieve it from the 

vault and or the…Gallery. You know, and safely transport stuff back and forth. Also, the 

preparator duties will also entail going to a collector's house, packing, you know, soft 

packing something from their collection for the exhibitions here. We will also build 

crates, we will, you know, hard shell wood and foam crates. Sometimes depending on the 

carrier, it may be something as simple as a soft pack. A cardboard box. We also maintain, 

you know, the tool inventory, the equipment inventory, whether hammers or nails or 

projectors and speakers. And work with the registrar in maintaining the vaults, the 

loading dock. There's a lot of housekeeping involved, you know, exhibit maintenance. 

Space--you know, pushing a broom. Cleaning the space. (Esteban transcription, p. 1). 

His pragmatism and wry sense of humor meld together during staff meetings, curatorial 

meetings and everyday interactions, often punctuating discrepancies in our internal practices or 

posing questions that others have not noticed or have chosen not to highlight. From my 

perspective and position as a new in the field, I appreciate his candor, as it creates a space to be 

critical and transparent. For me, his office (see Figure 6), located in the back part of the museum, 
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visually represents his humor, with signs like “Warning The Animals May Bite”. Visually the 

organization of his workspace with haphazardly stacked books and a chaotic wall space contrasts 

his methodological approach to his job at the museum. 

 

Figure 6. Esteban’s workspace 

Raquel. Raquel is the museum’s curator of education and has been in that role for almost 

11 years. She supervises me and the education intern. She assists me with supervising the student 

workers I manage as well. Raquel has a master’s degree in art history and a certificate in 

museum studies from the museum’s affiliated university. She interfaces with all the departments 

in order to conceptualize and implement the education programming of the museum. She defines 

her position as: 

All things related to public programming, family programming, in-gallery exhibition 

education, um, miscellaneous video stuff. Um, today asking about how deer skulls are 

handled, um, but most programming in association with exhibitions. (Raquel 

transcription, p. 1). 
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She was the co-instructor with Anne of the museum educator course I took, and she is the 

person who gave me my first official internship in museums. Raquel’s position, like most 

contemporary museum educators, requires her to be creative with her budget and educational 

programming. Raquel’s office is located away from the main administrative offices. Her office is 

one of the largest in the museum and surrounded by walls with bookshelves (see Figure 7). The 

size of her office allows her to accommodate the rotating student workers that assist with 

education programming.  

 

Figure 7. Raquel’s workspace 

Historically, Raquel has hosted the museum’s most highly attended event –Art Party – 

that has an average attendance of 2,000 people9. She strives to connect museum visitors to the 

museum’s exhibition content by partnering with local artists to create art making activities that 

                                                
9	Because of the success of the program and the end of a grant period, the Art Party model has 
changed from a large annual event to a smaller event that occurs every three months.	
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teach visitors new art-making skills, highlight something about a current exhibition, and create 

potential new connections between local artists and community members. Raquel’s position 

emulates Villeneuve and Rowson-Love’s (2017) assertion: 

Museum educators work is typically consumed by the year-round staging of events. Left 

with little time to rethink exhibition conception, art museum educators tend to reinforce 

current exhibition models by adapting programs to existing modes of presentation. (p. 

31). 

That is, Raquel is often busy supporting historical programming, leaving her little or no time to 

propose and implement progressive programming.  

César. César, the museum’s curator of Latin American art, has been part of the museum 

for almost four years. He supervises the residency coordinator and is currently supervised by the 

senior curator and interim director. César represents a new form of curator. With no formal 

education degrees, but with an abundance of informal education and experience as an artist 

himself, his exhibitions employ narrative approaches and clean exhibition designs to 

communicate his vision and the vision of the artists with whom he works.  In this study, he 

represents the voice of the rogue curator – that is, an individual who is in a traditional role at the 

museum and in a role that comes with an implied sense of power. However, César’s projects are 

very relevant to contemporary museum trends as he aims to create socially engaged exhibitions 

and spaces. His most recent exhibitions have highlighted the works of emerging artists from 

Latin America. When asked what his job entails he responded: 

It entails, um, creating exhibitions, researching projects, working with artists, working 

with museum staff, um, to create and promote projects including public programs and 

working with the education, um, curator as well. Um, writing -- writing about the projects 
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for public use. And any other outcomes such as traveling exhibitions, logistics of that, or 

creating a catalog. Um, and I think that's sort of like the main, um, job description. Um, 

but the other one is working with the residency program that we have. And I also do 

curate the project space there and here at the CUAM and also meet and work with the 

other curators in the museum. But what I do as a curator is help facilitate artistic visions, 

so I usually ask artists to dream about a project they have been wanting to do and 

something that relates to (the state) or something that's site specific and, um, 90 percent 

of everything I do is commissioned based work. (César transcription, p. 1). 

César has a private office in the administration offices at the museum. Like Anne, he has a wall 

with bookshelves behind his desk, although his shelves are filled with some books, old VHS 

tapes, stacks of paper, and a plastic lobster. For me, César’s office visually represents his role as 

a creative entity that creates unexpected exhibitions in the museum. 

Clark. Clark is the curator of ceramics and has been with the museum for two years and 

four months. Clark received a formal education earning both a bachelor’s and a master’s degree. 

However, Clark’s passion for ceramics, a medium itself that has struggled and continues to 

struggle to gain acceptance into the canon and museum sector, positions him as both an 

alternative and expert voice at our institution in regard to that art form. His physical work 

location (The Lawn) situated at one of the museum's two secondary physical spaces is close to 

the main museum’s location and has created two distinct aspects in his role. First, he is the 

primary curator at The Lawn, meaning his voice is the one shared there, which contrasts with the 

exhibits at the museum’s primary building where the curators plan exhibitions that overlap or 

curate exhibitions together through a shared lens and hybridized voice.  Secondly, his 

understanding of physical space, in the context of this research is primarily tied to a different 
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physical location. He exemplifies the oratorical skills associated with the traditional curator and 

is always keen to share his viewpoints. Clark’s office was dimly lit, filled with books and 

ceramics items, giving it a cozy feel which to me echoes the laid back demeanor he works to 

perpetuate in the museums internal structure. 

Anastasia. The museum’s chief registrar, Anastasia, has been at the museum a total of 10 

years and has a BA in art history. She transitioned from the position of registrar assistant to the 

position of assistant registrar, and then moved to her current position as lead registrar. She 

describes her role as follows: 

We keep track of all of inventory, loans and permanent collection, both incoming and 

outgoing. So, we do a lot of paper pushing. So, loan agreements, receipts, um…We 

manage the database, new acquisitions, we are in charge of image licensing and rights 

and reproduction. We deal with pretty much all liability, legal issues, for 

artwork…environmental controls. So, we have to make sure we monitor all temperature, 

humidity. We deal with any, um, claims for damage to the artwork (Anastasia, 

transcriptions, p. 1). 

Anastasia reports to the senior curator and interim director, while supervising the assistant 

registrar and an academic intern. I do not interface much with Anastasia on a professional level, 

but the interview process gave me more insight into her perceptions of how the museum 

functions both internally and in regard to my research questions. Her responses highlighted 

specific discrepancies regarding my dissertation topics. Her office is a shared space, located near 

the back of the museum. Her desk and surrounding filing cabinets showcase photos of her 

children and extended family members as well as drawings from her children. She also displays a 
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historic tool used by registrars on top of her cabinets. This, to me, visual communicates her 

personal interest in her specific role as a museum professional. 

Lillie. Lillie serves the museum in public relations and marketing. Lillie has been at the 

museum for about two years and has a bachelor’s degree in English literature. She reports to the 

senior curator and interim director and supervises one graphic design student intern. When asked 

to describe her role she responded: 

Uhmmm (laughs). Good question (laughs). Oh no, that’s like a hard question. Okay. I 

understand my position to be public relations and marketing. So (1) I think I’ve only been 

here a year. I feel like I focused more on the marketing side of things. So… trying to get 

people to know that CUAM exists and what kind things they could do if they came here. 

And like letting them know that it’s free. And then the public relations side usually comes 

out in like just talking to journalists. So, I do some amount of like writing press releases 

and reaching out them to try and get them to care (laughs) about what we are doing… I 

see my job as having like a couple different scopes. One is like trying to like reach people 

at SWU. One is trying to reach people in the greater metro area and then one that I 

haven’t explored quite as much is like trying to get more national or international 

recognition. But that’s really tough if like people who go to this university don’t even 

know that we are here (Lillie transcription, pp. 1-2). 

Lillie is critical and thoughtful in her approach to her practice. During our one-on-one 

interviews, she overtly grappled with critiquing the power of the curators and critically reflecting 

on her own power. She was the one participant who responded to all of my follow-up questions 

and member checks. It is clear that her motivation is to is make the museum function at its 

highest capacity while also considering the implications that certain decisions have on the roles, 
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voices and schedules of museum staff members. Lillie has an office located in the administration 

office of the museum. Her work space has visual components, that to me, represent her sense of 

humor within the context of museum practice. The sign which states “Thank you for not 

involving me in your relational art project” (see Figure 8) pokes fun at the trend in contemporary 

art museum practice to include visitors in projects. This mindset does not consider that some 

visitors may want to spend time alone in the museum.  

 

Figure 8. Lillie’s workspace 

Norm. Norm has been in his current role as residency coordinator at the museum for 

three months and has a master’s degree in art history. He too has the label of coordinator in his 

job title, but his tasks are very different. When asked to articulate what he did in his role he 

shared, “Mostly keep track of all visiting artists and I do the graphic design for Project Space. 

And just coordinate between curator and basically everybody else” (Norm transcription, p 1). 

Norm is supervised by César and also manages his own intern. Like Clark, Norm works 

primarily at one of the museum’s other locations but spends time at the main museum as well. 

Norm is an anomaly – his ability to discuss theoretical issues in contemporary curatorial 

practices while wearing chunky socks and Birkenstocks would seem disjointed if executed by 

anyone else. He views our current structure as one embedded in hierarchies that inhibit certain 

staff members from sharing skills they have that are outside of their job descriptions, as 

exemplified by the following excerpt from the interview: 
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Kat: Okay. Would you like there to be more co-creation and collaboration or… 

Norm: Um, just because museum hierarchy is set up the way it is, it seems like the 

institution doesn't want there to be. Um, for example, like Marie and I both have 

curatorial training but we're not curators. Um, so, uh, I mean, that would be cool, if there 

was like more collaborative and more co-creative (Norm transcription, p. 2). 

Norm has an office at the museum’s downtown location, but he also spends time working in 

Lillie’s office. 

James. James, the specialist to the director, has been with the museum for four years and 

is currently working on his master’s degree in museum studies. James exemplified that constant 

change in certain staff member roles in his one-on-one interview, when he described his position: 

My position began as Administrative Associate to the Director. As my job expanded and 

the needs of the director shifted, my title became Specialist to the Director. So that I 

became salaried as opposed to waged. Right now, we're currently in an interim director 

phase where our director has left the university. And that means my position has shifted 

slightly once again. So currently my job consists of minor scheduling and appointment 

making for the interim director. It involves managing special initiatives. At the moment 

those special initiatives are primarily curatorial because our associate director--interim 

director, sorry--and, is also our lead curator. With other positions in the university, or in 

the museum also vacant, so my roles have drifted into development as well as managing 

interim priorities of the business department and development. I also run all of the special 

events for the museum, primarily rentals, working closely with security and the education 

department to make sure all those needs are met. In the past, I've worked on reporting 
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structures, donor research. I have served as interim public relations specialist, curatorial 

coordinator, so on and so forth (James transcription, p. 1). 

James’ desk is located at the entrance to the administration office. Visually, I saw this is a 

reminder of his role to serve as a buffer between the public, the curatorial team and the director. 

Because of the public nature of his desk, we conducted his one-on-one interview in Lillie’s 

office. 

James is an artist himself and is well connected within the arts community. He is 

passionate about the role of the arts, not just about museums as vehicles of social change. 

Interestingly, he is also the colleague that asserted he sees a divide between the two categories of 

staff –staff and support staff. Staff are those whose vision the support staff works to create. In the 

case of our current museum, it is the vision of our curators that the staff work to support, a role 

James accepts and supports. Because we are both involved in event management, James and I 

work together often.  

Marie. Marie began her current role as curatorial coordinator in December 2016. Like 

several other staff members, her title includes the label of coordinator. She reports to Anne and 

has a master’s degree in art history. Marie would be categorized by James as support staff. Her 

observation that her role is one that requires flexibility is seen below: 

I wear a lot of different hats, as everyone here does. Um, but primarily it's to serve as a 

coordinator for the exhibitions exhibition support and management. Um, and also 

managing the print room and providing access to works from the collection to the public 

and to students, researchers, facilitating those requests (Marie transcription, p. 1). 

Her office is located near the back of the museum, in a storage space and requires security 

access. Her office desk features tools used in her position, white cotton gloves and a magnifying 
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glass (see Figure 9) but otherwise is minimally decorated. Because of her office location, which 

is separate from the administration office at the front of the museum, most of my professional 

interactions with Marie are via email. As with Anastasia, I used the interview process to learn 

more about Marie and her position. 

 

Figure 9. Marie’s workspace 

Sabri. Sabri is an artist in residence. She worked with the museum for six months and her 

exhibition at the museum ran for the Spring 2017 season. She has an MFA in performance. Her 

residency was born out of a conversation about a larger project the museum was a part of. Anne 

and Sabri worked together during her residency, during which she constructed an elaborate 

kitchen sink in one of the galleries. Although an integral part of the museum’s physical space 

while working in the gallery for four months, Sabri considered herself an external force. When 

discussing her project, she shared: 
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I do also feel that I was an outsider in a positive way, right? That I was bringing 

something from (the metropolitan city I live in) or just from my life outside of the 

community or of a way of thinking or making, you know, that wasn't particularly special 

in comparison but was just different coming from a different frame of reference. And that 

that was of value and that was part of expectation or part of the reason to bring me in 

(Sabri transcription, p. 1). 

Her role as other, artist or external afforded her the opportunity to work with many staff 

members in many different capacities. In spite of her relatively brief time at the museum, Sabri 

was perceptive during the interviews and shared many thoughts and experiences that enriched 

my understanding of what the role of an artist in a residence program could look like. Her 

interviews also expanded my understanding of the role of the artist within a larger museum 

culture. Sabri was not as concerned with the use of language like co-creation and collaboration, 

but rather was interested in authorship and the risks/implications associated with putting one’s 

name on a piece that he or she has created.  

As we will see in Chapter 4, Sabri’s project was referenced by both Anne, Esteban, 

Raquel and Andrew as an example of what a co-creative and collaborative project looks like 

within our museum. But she herself questioned the implications of others assisting an artist to 

create their vision and grasping for a bit of the authorship. As a temporary employee in this 

study, she provided both an internal voice external voice. That is, she was able to comment on 

the museum’s practice and her internal lens as artist in residence as well as her external 

perspective as artist because she was a known temporary staff member.  

She had two workspaces during her time at the museum, one, where the interview took 

place (see Figure 10) was located at the museum’s residency building. The other was the 
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museum gallery in which she created her exhibition (see Figure 11). To have one of her 

workspaces be the gallery, to me, demonstrated the inherent power Sabri’s role had with 

CUAM’s internal structure. 

 

Figure 10. Sabri’s workspace at CUAM’s residency 
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Figure 11. Sabri’s workspace in CUAM’s main museum 

Andrew. A student worker, Andrew has been with the museum for two years and is 

pursuing his BFA in printmaking. He is currently one of seven student workers I supervise. He 

has a genuine passion for printmaking and is able to assume multiple roles in his current position 

with professionalism and ease. Andrew represents the voice of another newcomer in the context 

of my research project, given his degree level and length of employment at the museum. Andrew 

does not have a desk at the museum. To me, this indicated his position as lower on the 

hierarchical ladder at the museum. 

Ulises. Ulises works in security and has been with the museum for eight years in that 

role. Ulises, a retired police officer, is a common feature or character in the museum. He knows 
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everyone by name and you can often find him chatting with the student workers about their lives 

and studies. When asked what his role entails at the museum he shared: 

Oh, pretty much the safety of everything. Safety of people, the staff, the public. The 

artwork, the building, uh, interacting with people, that would be the visitor service aspect 

of it. Uh, giving directions, explaining things. Uh, welcoming them. Trying to encourage 

them to come back. So, it's pretty much people, person work (Ulises transcription, p. 1). 

Because my role includes acting as backup security, I spent a significant amount of time with 

Ulises for security training in the early days of my position. While he has no formal training in 

the arts, Ulises shared that he enjoys looking at the art and “tries to find a new way to look at the 

art everyday” (Ulises transcription, p. 2). Ulises does not contribute to the content of exhibitions, 

but he does support the museum’s function by overseeing facilities management and security. 

This supports aspects of Falk’s (2012) assertion that visitors’ experiences are impacted by the 

museum’s facilities as much as by the content of the exhibitions themselves. Ulises’ office space 

is a shared space at the back on the museum where security monitor and equipment are located. 

Access to his space requires two levels of security clearance. Ulises decorated his work desk 

with images of family members. He is the only participant who opted out of the focus groups 

interviews, stating time restrictions as an issue.  

Conclusion 

These character profiles are a result of my personal and professional interactions with my 

colleagues. These profiles do not express the opinions of my research participants. It is important 

to note that these profiles are based on one or more elements of input, including: 

• professional interactions with colleagues due to our respective roles at the museum; 

•  my learned assumptions of my colleagues’ roles; and 
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• personal interaction with colleagues as peers, due to age, personal interests or 

proximity. 

As my study is grounded in the relational aspects of space, I feel I must share these 

constructed profiles and state that, although for the purpose of this study I did not ask the 

interviewees to create character profiles for their peers, I am aware that each individual in this 

study could create their own set of character profiles based on their own positionalities, lived 

experiences and assumptions. These dynamics exist in all qualitative research and are 

unavoidable. I hope that my transparency in stating my perception of my peers will: strengthen 

this study’s reflexivity and enrich the following chapters.  

Data Collection Methods 

My data collection occurred as follows: 

1. A round of one-on-one interviews with the researcher and participants 

2. Visual and written response prompt to prepare for focus groups 

3. Two focus groups 

I also created a research journal that was used through the entire process to: collect notes during 

interviews, reflect of the various steps of the research process, share new ideas and connecting 

thoughts and create coding themes. To minimize biases, I triangulated the data through the use of 

my researcher’s journal which yielded field notes, auto-ethnographic memos, data coding and 

member checks with participants.  

Codes were created based off of the guiding questions. Themes uncovered in the first 

round of interviews were member checked before continuing on to the second round of focus 

group interviews. I used a journal to collect field notes during interviews and reflect on the data 

collection process from my perspective and engage the auto-ethnographic narrative aspect of my 



 103 

research design. The first set of interviews – the one-on-one interviews – were conducted in each 

participant’s respective office, while the focus groups took place in the museum’s multi-purpose 

room. I audio recorded interviews and took notes during each interview regarding the content on 

the discussions and the visual context of each interview. To minimize distraction, I handwrote 

field notes and then typed them up immediately after each interview as a way to ensure retention 

of the interview experience. To enact my narrative inquiry methodology and reflect on the 

phenomena of data collection, I personally reflected, either in written or visual form, on each 

individual interview after compiling field notes. I also reflected on each round of interviews as a 

whole in my journal. Excerpts from my journal can be found throughout this document as a way 

to enliven the text. 

Interviews/focus groups  

Individual and group interviews functioned as my primary source of data collection. In 

order to better understand the perspectives of the participants, I conducted a series of two in-

depth interviews, each 45-minutes to an hour in length. The first round consisted of individual 

interviews, while the second round was conducted with relevant focus groups. Seidman (2013) 

states that the goal of in-depth phenomenological interviewing is to “understand the lived 

experience of other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (p. 9). He suggests 

using a three-part interviewing system, with part one asking participant to share their life history 

in context to the phenomena being studied, with part two asking participants to concentrate on 

details regarding their experiences with the studied phenomena, and with part three encouraging 

participants to reflect on “the meaning of the experience” (Seidman, 2013, p. 21). In my 

modified version of this approach, I conducted two formal sets of interviews with member 

checks after each interview. 
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Part one. In the first stage of interviews, I interviewed 14 members of the museum staff, one 

from each department. Pseudonyms were used to refer to participants in order to ensure a level of 

privacy for them. The first round of interviews was constructed on the basis of my research 

questions and theoretical framework, which focused on aspects of space as relational. The 

guiding questions for the first round of interviews asked participants to discuss their 

understanding of several issues and categories:  

• their position at the museum;  

• co-creation and collaboration through their professional lens in regard to education 

programming and exhibition design; 

• physical, mental and social space through their professional lens in regard to 

education programming and exhibition design; 

• how those terms inform their role and the roles of their peers; and 

• how these terms inform the museum’s practice as a whole.  

A list of the actual questions is available in Appendix E. The first part of questioning 

grounded and situated the study in the perspectives of museum staff members. Interviews took 

place in each staff member’s own office. I saw this choice as a gesture of respecting my 

colleagues’ time and personal space. Conducting the first round of interviews in my colleagues’ 

offices gave me a better idea of the physical location of different staff members within the 

museum’s physical space, as well as their approaches to organizing their personal work spaces. 

Observations made in my colleagues’ offices and photographs taken after the interviews are 

dispersed throughout this dissertation. 

Visual responses. The aim of the first set of interviews was to construct on understanding 

of how my colleagues situated themselves within our workplace and if and how they defined 
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concepts that I have found to be important to contemporary museum practice – specifically, their 

relational understandings of museum space and how co-creation and collaboration are enacted in 

these spaces by internal staff members. After I coded responses for themes and member checked 

the themes with participants, I emailed participants and asked them to create a visual response to 

one of the following prompts listed below.  

• Who is/who are our museum visitor(s)? 

• Who are we creating museum space for? 

• How are we creating those physical, mental and social spaces? 

• How can we remain open to incorporating other voices (both internal and external) 

into exhibition design and education programming? 

I used these responses to these prompts to guide the focus groups. One participant, Lillie, created 

a visual response, while the remaining 13 participants wrote down their responses to one or more 

of the questions. One participant, Ulises, opted out of the study at this time, citing his personal 

schedule as the reason for no longer participating in the study. I then facilitated two focus groups 

to discuss themes that emerged.  

Part two. In part two of the interview process, I explored the dynamic between two separate 

focus groups and asked these groups to discuss the established themes. The guiding questions 

included the questions and sub questions listed below. 

1. How do we, as an institution, define the museum visitor? 

a. What space(s) does the visitor occupy? 

b. Is it important for us as an institution to have a fixed definition of museum 

visitor? 

c. Do you have any thoughts about collaboration and co-creation? 
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2. Can you provide more insight into how different staff roles allow them to exercise 

more control over one or more of the three spatial tenets than other staff roles? 

a. Is control over certain spaces inherent to certain roles? That is, do the tasks of 

a role dictate the space that role focuses on? 

b. Which of these concepts of space are inherently a part of the role you embody 

at the museum? 

3. What could be gained in terms of exhibition design and education programming if we 

reimagined this dynamic? THIS DYNAMIC=ROLES COINCIDING WITH POWER 

IN SPECIFIC SPACES10 

4. Do you have any thoughts/ideas about how our museum as an institution might 

provide opportunities for staff members, including us, to reimagine the dynamic? 

I also provided a handout that outlined the focus group (see Appendix D for full handout) 

and provided participants with my newly constructed definitions of physical, mental and social 

space, as outlined below.  

• Physical space: tangible space and objects; the museum building, air, text panels. 

• Mental space: the ideas and language present in a physical and social space. Low 

(2006, 2008,2016) believes that this space is dominated by those who are of a higher 

socio-economic status, the male gender or associated with the party in power. 

• Social space: the productive interaction between humans and humans or humans and 

objects where their other aspects of space are exchanged, resulting in a new 

experience. 

                                                
10	The text comes from the handout given to focus group participants. “This dynamic…” is 
bolded to clarify to participants what was meant when I used the phrase “this dynamic”.	
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Participants were given the choice of two dates to attend an hour-long focus group in the 

museum’s community room. Participants self -selected their dates, based on personal preference. 

The first focus group consisted or eight staff members: focus group one was comprised of eight 

staff members: two curators, the lead registrar, the public relations and marketing staff member, 

the specialist to the director, the conservator, the residency coordinator and the curatorial 

coordinator. The second focus group consisted of: the curator of education, the lead preparator, 

the work study student, the past artist in residence, and the senior curator and interim director. 

The dynamics of these two focus groups will be explored in Chapter 4. As Bloomberg and Volpe 

(2012) asserted: 

The goal [of a focus group] is to create a candid conversation that addresses, in depth, the 

selected topic. The underlying assumption of focus groups is that within a permissive 

atmosphere that fosters a range of opinions, a more complete and revealing understanding 

of the issues will be obtained (p. 124). 

The aim for the focus groups was to increase my understanding and the group’s 

understanding of similar and different perspectives among colleagues regarding the specific 

topics that I had asserted as relevant and to expose in this group context any new or different 

ideas that had emerged from the individual interviews. The focus group was a critical part of my 

study, as it created an opportunity to enact relational space on a larger scale. The one-on-one 

interviews were strategized as a way of introducing colleagues to my research ideas and to solicit 

their opinions on the issues. The focus groups were intended to address in a public forum the 

larger consistent issues or themes that emerged from the one-on-one interviews, with the hope 

that these discussions would expand communication between colleagues and cultivate a shared 

understanding of how the themes informed our practice as a public institution. 
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Researcher’s journal and visual documentation  

In order to embrace my role as the main instrument of data collection and in order to 

remain reflective during this process, I kept a research journal. As Bloomberg and Volpe (2012) 

suggested: 

Journaling allows you to be meticulous about keeping an orderly record of your research 

activities. Journaling also engenders a reflective stance (Miles & Huberman 1994), which 

offers the opportunity to create a record of your experience (p. 15). 

The journal recorded my observation notes during the interviews, my notes from the coding 

process, and my personal reflections. The research journal became a way for me to process and 

reflect on the content of my research experience. This, as Dewey (1916 paraphrased in 

Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012) affirms, afforded me “the potential for reconstructing the meaning of 

experience that actually yields learning” (p. 16).  I took notes on the verbal content shared by my 

colleagues during the first round of interviews, noting key words or phrases that surprised me or 

seemed relevant to the language and themes explored in my theoretical framework. I also took 

notes on the physical spaces in which interviews were conducted and photographed these spaces 

after the interviews. It was important for me as the researcher and storyteller to provide visual 

context for the spaces I experienced during my research process. It would seem disjointed to me 

to reflect on discussions between my colleagues and myself concerning the three established 

spatial tenets (mental, physical, and social space) without sharing visual representations of the 

personal workspaces within the confines of the museum’s overall physical space. These images 

acted for me as representational portraits of my colleagues. These representations are shared in 

the Extended Character Profiles (Chapter 3). I created these visual responses to the first round of 

interviews as I began coding. The representations were inspired by the discussions in the 
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interviews, as well as by the physical locations of the interviews and the visual aesthetics of the 

colleagues I interviewed. Journaling offered me an alternative way to process the data collected 

and enrich my use of narrative inquiry. 

Participants’ visual and written responses  

To preface the focus groups, participants were asked to create visual or written responses 

to one of the questions listed below. 

• Who is/who are our museum visitor(s)? 

• Who are we creating museum space for? 

• How are we creating those physical, mental and social spaces? 

• How can we remain open to incorporating other voices (both internal and external) 

into exhibition design and education programming? 

Thirteen participants decided to continue on with the research. The main objective of the 

visual responses was to ensure that staff members would have something to share in the focus 

groups. The secondary objective was to use the responses as a way of avoiding groupthink and 

creating a democratized use of time for sharing ideas. In all group dynamics, personality 

differences shape interactions, as do the power dynamics created as a result of professional titles. 

The visual responses were meant to give those staff members who spoke in their one-on-one 

interviews of feeling unheard an opportunity in the focus groups to share their opinions. The 

visual responses were also intended to avoid groupthink by ensuring that each individual came to 

the focus group with an established personal opinion and representation of thought. Although 

one of the methods employed in this study is auto-ethnography, inserting the voices and ideas of 

my colleagues was important for deepening the narrative aspect of this study. As stated in 
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Chapter 2, a minimal portion of existing literature has examined internal museum staff dynamics 

and how they understand their roles in regard to aims of the museum sector.   

Maintaining Trustworthiness and Ethics  

 According to Bloomberg and Volpe (2012), “qualitative research is characterized by an 

ongoing discourse regarding the appropriate and acceptable use of terminology” (112). Recently, 

there has been a split in qualitative research between those who continue to use terminology such 

as validity and reliability coined by quantitative researchers (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, Olson, & 

Spiers, 2002) and those who, like Gubba and Lincoln (1998), have created a new set of terms 

such as credibility, dependability, and transferability by which qualitative research is evaluated 

for trustworthiness. I have chosen will adhere to the latter set of criteria in this study, employing 

those features in this dissertation as a means of gauging the quality of my dissertation research. 

Issues of trustworthiness  

The criteria for trustworthiness includes credibility, dependability, and transferability. 

Those concepts are explained below.  

Credibility. This criterion is concerned with the level of authenticity researcher has in 

their presentation of themselves and their research participants. In order to strengthen my 

credibility, I shared my positionality and divulged my awareness of the aspects of my “self” that 

I may have been unable self-identify because they are so deeply ingrained in my own sense of 

self. I approached this dissertation with an openness to learning about my colleagues’ 

perceptions of their roles as well as their perceptions of my role within our institutional fabric. I 

also triangulated my data through member checks after each set of interviews and coded in my 

reflexive research journal using the same coding structure that was applied to the interview data. 
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Dependability. This criterion is similar to reliability and is based on the ability to track 

the steps and methods used to collect, synthesize, and analyze data. Dependability is linked to 

transferability in the sense that if a researcher does not outline their methods and processes 

clearly, then the conclusions made from the study will not be transferable to other contexts. As a 

result, readers will be unable to determine whether the study is relevant to their own contexts or 

aims. To build dependability into my dissertation, I use Chapter 3 to explicate in detail the 

different components of my research project and the explicit setting.  

Transferability. This criterion explores the necessity of rich description in qualitative 

data in order to create studies with conclusions and descriptions that readers can relate to. To aid 

in the transferability of this study, I used narrative inquiry as one of my research methods. 

Narrative inquiry supports the collection of detailed stories from the perspectives of researcher 

and research participants alike. Conducting one-on-one interviews to gain a better understanding 

of how my colleagues understand our place of work in relation to my selected topics was one 

measure undertaken to shape a holistic and realistic image of my colleagues (Denzin, 2011). 

Ethical considerations  

Ethical considerations need to be assessed when any form of research is undertaken. One 

of the roles of a researcher is to keep the research participants informed during the research 

process and to protect their privacy. Although no serious ethical issues were anticipated for this 

study and the IRB deemed the research exempt, several steps were taken to protect participant 

dignity and working relationships. 

First, all participants were provided with a consent form (see Appendix E) that detailed 

their ability to remove themselves from the research process at any time and for any reason, with 

no questions asked. Second, any information was shared off the record during the individual 
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interviews was not transcribed or coded. Approval was obtained from the museum to use the 

museum as a case study in the form of a signed letter from the interim director (see Appendix F). 

All materials collected during the research process (i.e.: audio recordings of interviews, notes 

taken during interviews, personal notes and reflections of the researcher, and the code book) will 

be stored either on my personal, password-protected computer or a secure drawer off-site. Data 

will be kept for six years and then encrypted. 

Data Analysis and Synthesis 

My research was conducted using text-based coding, with data analysis adhering to the 

following steps: (a) transcription of interview one, (b) first read-through of interview one, (c) 

second read-through with coding notes of selected themes, (d) expansion of coding themes, (e) 

conducting of second interview with select participants present, and (f) read-through of the 

second interview with coding notes from interview one to check for consistency and 

inconsistency in themes (Creswell, 2012; Maxwell, 2013; Patton, 2013). During this six-step 

process, as a way to make my reasoning for coding and thought processes transparent and to 

create an audit trail per Lincoln and Guba (1985), I journaled about my assumptions, thoughts, 

hunches, questions, methodological concerns, and realizations made throughout the coding and 

dissertation process.  

Thus, analysis was done in parts. After I conducted the first round of recorded interviews, 

I transcribed them verbatim. I began preliminary data analysis of interviews and transcribed my 

research journal, which had notes and key phrases shared by participants during interviews as 

well as descriptions of their workspaces. Transcriptions were uploaded to NVivo, a data analysis 

and organizational software. As the researcher, I then read through and coded the transcriptions 
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of the one-on-one interviews, looking for consistent themes or for the repetition of ideas in 

responses as framed by the study’s theoretical framework. 

Text-Based data coding 

Coding is also “an interpretive act” that can “summarize, distill, or condense data, not simply 

reduce them” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 5). That is, coding is a process that looks for patterns in the use 

of words, ideas, or themes. Initial codes utilized in my one-on-one interviews were inspired by 

my research questions, theoretical frame, methodological frame and as my desire to utilize these 

frameworks to better understand my role in CUAM through a relational lens. For my own 

synthesis of knowledge and to lay the framework for my data collection, my aim was to establish 

relatively concrete definitions of how my colleagues understood the terms that framed my 

theoretical frame using selected codes. Other codes came up as a result of the repetition of ideas 

of themes that emerged during the conversations. These codes became nodes in NVivo and 

colored codes in my researcher journal. The codes were used to analyze the interviews, my 

research journal and participants’ written and visual responses. As Boeije (2010) noted, this 

process of attributing codes takes the text beyond concrete data and into analytic interpretation. 

The first round of coding categories determined by me as the researcher, are listed below:  

• definition of social space (coded as SS in my journal and memos); 

• definition of physical space (coded as PS in my journal and memos); 

• definition of mental space (coded as MS in my journal and memos); 

• definition of co-creation (coded as CC in my journal and memos); 

• definition of collaboration (coded as CO in my journal and memos); 

• understanding of peers’ roles (coded as PR in my journal and memos); 

• understanding of role of “self” (coded as SR in my journal and memos); and 
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• memorable quotes. 

I used my notes from the interviews to triangulate the initial emergent themes for each 

individual participant. I used van Manen’s (1992) “selective or highlighting approach” (p. 93) to 

highlight the texts in NVivo and my research journal in order to pull out information I felt would 

strengthen and support my dissertation focus. In this approach, a researcher examines the texts, 

reading and re-reading transcriptions and highlighting the words, statements or phrases that 

appear to be “particularly essential or revealing about the phenomenon or experience being 

described” (p. 93). This approach uncovered new topics or concerns that framed the focus group 

questions and allowed me to find statements from individual participants that resonated with my 

research paradigm and helped to frame the study. For example, as I began constructing my 

literature review, I wrote “why is it always the same voices?” in my research journal, referring to 

the canon of academics surrounding art education and the museum sector. Similarly, as seen in 

the beginning of Chapter 2, César shared his frustration with the repetition of ideologies and 

scholars. This quote became the starting point for my literature review. Inspired by Reid’s (2012) 

dissertation, I explored van Manen’s (1992) approach to holistic coding. Van Manen (1992) 

looks for intriguing/surprising phrases that exemplify the researcher’s created text and 

experience as a whole. I used this approach when re-reading my interview notes and listening to 

the audio recordings, selecting phrases or answers from participants that struck me as significant 

to the research context and to my perceived role of the interviewee.  

For example, when discussing Sabri’s understanding of her role as an artist at the 

museum, I asked her the following question:  

Do you think artists are – how do I say this? They're becoming more aware of how 

conversations and context and all these things feed into your work? Or do you think that's 
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always been there, it's just now we're unpacking it more? Does that make sense? Or 

giving it credibility or recognizing it? (Sabri transcription, p. 7) 

She responded with this statement: 

I'm always aware of it. And I had a lot more tension and anxiety about it previously, 

right? Of like how does one position yourself with an institution or an art institution or 

the art world or the question of authorship or how is the work relevant to other people 

and real people or how is it accessible. And, you know, I left undergrad being like fuck 

art. I want to do things that are actual experiences with people. And art seems to get in 

the way of that. Right? And then I did, you know, all these transformations of art spaces 

to make them feel like, you know, these radical interventions into art spaces. To 

deformalize them. And that's absolutely still in the language of what I do, but I don't need 

to be polemic about it anymore (Sabri transcription, p. 7). 

For me, as a researcher and new museum employee, this statement clarified the fluidity in 

the role of an artist. Like other museum stakeholders, artists grapple with the interest and 

expectations of the field. They wrestle with the muddled ebb and flow of the self-interest of an 

artist, with the self-interest of any museum stakeholder, and with the interest of the overall 

museum sector. 

Once I had triangulated all of the individual interviews using my coding structure, I 

compared my notes from all of the interviews in my research journal to pinpoint consistent 

themes among them. Initial categories were further expanded to adhere to the studies theoretical 

framework and relational focus, becoming this expanded list of ideas that will be discussed 

further in Chapter 4:  

• definition of social space (coded as SS in my journal and memos); 
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• definition of physical space (coded as PS in my journal and memos); 

• definition of mental space (coded as MS in my journal and memos); 

• definition of co-creation (coded as CC in my journal and memos); 

• definition of collaboration (coded as CO in my journal and memos); 

• expectation of peers’ roles, or the assumed traits of a peer’s role (coded as PRE in my 

journal and memos); 

• observation of peers’ roles, or the observed actions of a peer (coded as PRO in my 

journal and memos); 

• expectations of the “self” role, or the individual’s stated expectations of his or her 

role (coded as SRE in my journal and memos); and 

• memorable quotes. 

I conducted member checks with selected participants to confirm my analysis of data and 

the construction of themes. I used the data from round one to create a visual/written response 

prompt for participants and to generate guiding questions for the focus groups. These guiding 

questions were based on: similarities and difference in definitions; consistent themes that 

emerged in conversation; and new questions that emerged after cross-analysis data. Participants 

were given a week to respond in a written or visual form to a prompt addressing the confirmed 

themes. These works were used as talking points in the second round of interviews. 

Before the focus groups began, I asked participants to create written or visual responses 

to a prompt. Lillie was the only participant who created a visual piece that she then described to 

the group verbally. Other group members either sent me written responses that they shared 

verbally or verbally shared their responses at the beginning of the focus groups. I took notes on 

all verbal responses and coded these responses using the same codes applied to the responses in 
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the first round of interviews. During the second round of interviews (the two focus groups), I 

asked participants to discuss the emerging themes from the data and to elaborate on their usage. 

These focus groups were also recorded and transcribed using an edited transcription technique 

that omitted pauses and repeated utterances. The second round of interviews was coded using the 

focus group questions as the framework. Each question became a node in NVivo and I then 

charted the responses, looking for repetition of words, phrasing or themes to gather the thematic 

coding of the data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Content analysis consisted of adding to the 

nodes established in round one of the interviews, highlighting the consistencies and 

inconsistencies in the themes. I continued to journal during this process. I then created a 

document with my findings and sent it out to participants for a final member check before my 

final write up. My intention with the second round of interviews was to see if the themes I 

uncovered were similar to the interviewees’ intended meanings. 

Summary 

 This chapter maps the theoretical and methodological structure of my dissertation. It 

details my construction of a study that explores my understanding of my identity as a museum 

educator within a university-based art museum and explores the identities of my peers, their 

perceptions of collaboration, co-creation, and the visitor-centric experience. The study created an 

increased understanding of how their perceptions contribute to the construction of mental, 

physical and social spaces in our institution. The chapter explains my use of a theoretical 

framework grounded in a mixture of Lefebvre’s (1971) and Löw’s (2006; 2008; 2016) concepts 

of space physical, mental and social space as the basis for my evaluation of collected data. It also 

explains how I used a mixed qualitative methods framework combining aspects of narrative 

inquiry, auto-ethnography, and case study. It introduces the characters of my narrative, and it 
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details how I triangulated my data using thematic text-based coding, content analysis, and visual 

analysis.  

In Chapter 4, I present the data collected, as well as my own visual and narrative 

responses to my colleagues’ workspaces and my research experience. 
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CHAPTER 4: Presentation of Data 

Liz Lerman said that she feels that it's more than collaboration, perhaps even co-
creation, can happen at multiple stages and multiple times. That it is not 
necessarily essential that everybody is involved at every stage. And I think I do 
agree with that. I think that is perhaps more practical and it can even be more 
powerful and impactful. So, I think some projects may be lending themselves or 
more appropriate for one end of the scale or the other. I do think all of our 
projects need to be collaborative on some level. I think as a public institution and 
as a university art museum and dealing with contemporary art which, and 
particularly with our interest in contemporary art which deeply engages with 
social, cultural and political issues that all of our projects need to have the ability 
for collaboration and need to embrace collaboration. Not all of them need to be 
co-created but they all do need to be collaborative (Anne transcription, p. 3). 
 
In this chapter I review the data collected from the participants and the researcher. Data 

was coded with the research questions and five concepts used to explore the questions (physical 

space, mental space, social space, co-creation and collaboration) as reference points. Data that 

did not connect to these five concepts was omitted. The data presentation is organized by the 

data sources from the participants I interviewed: one-on-one interviews, visual and written 

responses from participants and the focus groups. Each data source will be organized by the 

formalized questions/prompts that were asked during the respective data collection moments. In 

each section I utilize several representative samples from participants’ interviews, 

and weave in notes from my research journal to support the themes that emerged during coding 

and were relevant to my research questions, theoretical frame and methods; the structure of 

which was discussed in Chapter 3.  

Research Journal, 06/09/2017 – I am going to get fired or no one is going to 
like me. 
 

 
Writing this chapter was perhaps the most difficult for me. There is a fear or anxiety that 

comes with having to critique or critically review the practice of your peers and yourself. These 

quotes and this data came from a system that I am a part of – an institution that I work for and 
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with. My last intention was to offend or misrepresent any of the characters. Rather, I approached 

my role as researcher as the mechanism or channel that connects common themes or 

disconnections in our conversations. My hope was that the data represented and the conclusion 

made from the data will be seen as opportunities to refine and rework our practice rather than as 

a critique. To strengthen my credibility and to respect participants’ voices and intentions, I sent a 

summary of Chapter 4 to participants to review before submitting my final draft for review. 

Data Collected from the Participants  

I started with one-on-one interviews in order to situate myself as a researcher with my 

case study and to cultivate a relationship with participants through my new lens as a new 

museum educator and employee.  The impetus for these interviews was to gain a more developed 

understanding of my work colleagues and how they understand themselves, their peers, and 

spatial tenets in the context of co-creative and collaborative exhibition planning. The guiding 

questions for the one-on-one interviews were: 

• Discuss your understanding of your position at the museum. 

• Discuss your understanding of co-creation and collaboration through your 

professional lens in regard to education programming and exhibition design. 

• Discuss your understanding of physical, mental and social space through your 

professional lens in regard to education programming and exhibition design. 

• Discuss your understanding of how these terms inform your role and the roles of 

your peers. 

• Discuss your understanding of how these terms inform your museum’s practice as 

a whole. 
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To consciously enact a relational sense of space, we conducted the first round of 

interviews in their workspaces or offices. The hope with conducting one-on-one interviews in 

participants’ personalized professional spaces was two-fold: to increase their level of comfort 

during the interview, and to provide me with a visual component of the interviews in the form of 

the photos I took of the spaces. In this section I utilize several representative samples from 

participants’ interviews, excerpts from focus groups and insert notes from my research journal to 

first support the initial codes I created, the structure of which was discussed in Chapter 3. I also 

share quotes, excerpts from discussions and observations from my research journal that did not 

fully fall into the created coding structure but were related to my theoretical frame and aspects of 

relevant literature, creating new lines of inquiry for the visual responses and focus groups. 

One-On-One Interviews 

Question one  

“Discuss your understanding of your position at the museum”. This prompt was met with 

the need for clarification from the first interviewee, Lillie, which led me to ask for additional 

details regarding general aspects of participants’ roles at the museum. I asked specific questions 

regarding their understanding of their position at the museum, how long they had been at the 

museum, the details of their job descriptions. These additional questions were asked to all other 

participants to maintain consistency.   

The codes: PRE, PRO and SRE (outlined in Chapter 3) guided responses to question one. 

These codes paired with excerpts from my research journal, my research questions, theoretical 

frame and methodological frame as guiding points, resulted in two consistent themes staff feel 

define in part their role at the museum. These two themes are: 

1. Fluidity in roles. 
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2. All roles at the museum consider the visitor in their professional practice but have 

varied and broad understandings of the individual who make up the existing and 

potential visitor base.  

Fluidity in roles. When asked to share their positions at the museum, the length of time 

they had been with the museum, and what their job entailed, 11 out of 14 participants mentioned 

that in their position they were required to “wear many hats” or to perform many duties that may 

not be required of them at other arts institutions that have more staff and/or more funding. 

The cited reasons for this reality were listed as: (a) the size of the institution, (b) the 

vagueness of tasks associated with job titles, especially for support staff, and (c) the work load 

required to complete tasks. Sabri discussed the question from her personal perspective as artist 

(coded SRE) when we discussed her working relationship with Esteban. She stated: 

I had to have like both brains on or both hats on and he was just going to have this other 

hat on and that was great, right. But I feel like that was the most different or additional or 

stretching of the way that museum operates (Sabri transcription, p. 17). 

Additionally, I made a note in my researcher journal that four of the staff members I interviewed 

– Lillie, James, Norm, Andrew – are, like myself, 32 years old or younger, earning us the 

contentious title of millennial. We have all pursued or are pursuing higher education degrees in 

the arts sector. Two of the interviewees have master’s degrees, two are pursuing Master’s 

Degrees, and one is finishing a bachelor’s and applying to MFA programs. I am working on my 

Ph.D. We have all expressed an interest in having more responsibility and recognition of our 

roles within the current institution.  
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A second note a made in my research journal, that serves as an emergent theme is that 

staff recognize that their peers are talented and passionate about the museum’s work. César 

stated in the focus group: 

There's talent here. Everyone is talented at their position that we work with and that's 

why we look good or that everything, you know, it doesn't flow as well as some people 

would like to, but I think it's the museum team that's in this capacity with the amount of 

people and size of the museum, to make things happen, you know. I've done shows for 

[various amounts of money]. But you wouldn't notice that because of the craftsmanship 

or whatever you call it, of the installation and the design and so on. So, it's sort of a 

commitment that everyone wants to make here (transcription, p. 20). 

Esteban demonstrated the fluidity in our internal roles when he changed the interviewer/ 

interviewee dynamic during our one-on-one interview when he asked: 

So, what do you think of this place? You’ve been here for what two years now?” I mean, 

maybe your voice will change that dynamic. We'll see. Are you happy with--I don't know 

if that's the word. Are you happy with some of the exhibits or--I mean, what - what do 

you see from - from your expertise of these exhibits, just in general. Are we missing the 

mark? (Esteban transcription, p. 8).  

Similarly, during our one-on-one interview, after sharing her understanding of co-

creation and collaboration Kimball stated: “What do you think? What are your definitions? 

(Kimball transcription, p. 7). In the aforementioned one-on-one interviews, I was prompted by 

those four colleagues to discuss my role in regard to my research questions. This swap 

encouraged me to remain reflective in my research journal about the process and to remain 
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conversational during the one-on-one interviews. It also reflected an openness from veteran staff 

to hear my opinions and understandings as a new museum employee. 

All interviewees were able to discuss the aspects of their roles and their own personal 

histories with ease. Interestingly, five of the research participants shared that they had never 

actually reflected on their role in general before or considered their role in the context of co-

creation, collaboration, or concepts of space. Esteban shared: 

I don't--I mean, now that I see the word co-creation, I don't know. That's a good question. 

Visitor's Service will often joke, so why isn't your name on the tombstone label. Because, 

you know, we bust our a^*#s with this stuff (Esteban transcription, p. 2). 

Kimball shared: 

I have never heard us talk about these things in a staff meeting. Probably the only context 

in which I've heard any of these discussed has been in the last year since we started the 

museum ambassador program. Where the experience or work produced is actually broken 

down into--or the discussion about it, it's broken down and talked about in those terms. 

I've never been asked how I would like to contribute to the mental space of our--which is 

really kind of an interesting way of putting it (Kimball transcription, p. 7). 

These responses encouraged me to continue with my questioning as they highlighted the fact that 

the conversations we were having were necessary uncharted areas of interest and that discussions 

about these topics could strengthen professional practice. 

Thus, it became apparent that one of the ideas associated with positions at the museum is 

the necessity for employees to be flexible and to perform many tasks due to the staff size, varied 

levels of staffs’ professional experience, the lack of funding, scope of projects and a lack of time.  
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I interpreted multiple pauses and seemingly nervous laughter to indicate that several 

participants found it difficult to verbalize the tasks associated with their role. Lillie was the first 

person I interviewed and when I asked her whether the thought that her job description aligned 

with the industry standard for her position, she responded with multiple pauses and laughter and 

by saying, “I have no idea what (laughs) other people at other museums do. (Pause) I do know 

that other organizations, at other organizations, a position like mine is more segmented” (Lillie 

transcription, p. 2). 

After this comment, I made a note in my research journal to ask my other colleagues if, 

from their understanding, professionals with titles similar to theirs at other institutions had 

similar job expectations. This sentiment was echoed in Esteban and Anastasia’s responses when I 

asked them whether the expectations for their position are similar to those they would have at 

other museums. Esteban responded: 

Yes and no. I've talked to people--years ago… a former registrar, she had an intern who 

worked here. And when she graduated, she went on as one of--she went on to work at the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. And here we have one registrar. There they had, you know, 

15 or 16. At the Philadelphia Museum of Art, she was telling me they have a preparator 

who hangs the artwork. But an art handler is going to bring it from the vault to the gallery 

(Esteban transcription, p. 1). 

And Anastasia shared that although she is asked to remain flexible when working with artists and 

curators, her own expertise and title are not equally respected when it comes to making 

decisions, leaving her feeling unheard. She shared that this dynamic differs from those of her 

peers in similar roles at other institutions. She said: 
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I know like at the Southwest Art Museum, my colleagues have that where it's like if the 

registrar, they say it, it's done…Yeah. No, it's done…I think we're more like an optional. 

Like it's optional to listen (Anastasia transcription, pp. 2-3). 

Lillie, Esteban and Anastasia’s response results from a comparison of their personal 

expectations in their role (coded SRE) and the observed and expected roles of those who hold 

their titles in external institutions (coded PRO and PRE).  

Visitor definition is vague but informs practice. All participants shared that their role at 

the museum was connected to the museum’s visitors. I noted in my research journal that this 

finding reflects the contemporary visitor-centric focus in the field as well as the codes SRE, PRO 

and PRE. However, participants were varied and vague in their definitions of visitors. This 

represented a new line on inquiry for the visual and written responses and focus groups. The 

varied understanding of visitor demonstrated below. 

Lillie discussed the scope of the concept of community and visitor when she pointed out how 

the museum’s old director was keen to develop the museum’s international image with the 

residency program and wished to foster an international community. On the other hand, she 

noted that part of her role is “reaching out to the everyday person” (Lillie transcription, p. 4). 

James said that he viewed the visitor as “anyone who came through the doors” (James 

transcription, p. 11). Museum internal staff considered the museum and its visitors on differing 

and varied levels; or using micro, mezzo and macro lenses. That is, staff considered CUAM on 

local, international, global levels. They also discussed the “visitor” using a literal or theoretical 

lens, separating actual visitors from potential visitors. These varied understandings of the visitor 

and the museum reflected a larger disconnect in museum practice.  
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How can museums engage communities and visitors if these groups are not defined? As Lord 

et al. (2007) asserted, “museums can’t be all things to all people” (p. 2). But I will argue that the 

responses from prompt one and use of terms like community and visitor oversimplify a crucial 

and complex component of museum practice. The range of responses for who the visitor is at the 

museum reaffirmed the need to define visitors and communities and to explain how they align 

with the museum’s larger mission. This led me to make another note in my journal to ask the 

focus groups: “Is it important for us as an institution to have a consistent and agreed-upon 

definition of our visitors?” Lillie expressed frustration with the vague visitor definition and the 

potential value of listening to others when she shared in her one-on-one interview: 

Because it goes back to like what I was saying about who is a visitor. So, if you can't talk 

to somebody with a different perspective just internally about something. I mean, there's 

even more perspectives widely. So, it's worthwhile listening to anybody even if they don't 

have the same expertise as you (Lillie transcription, p. 12). 

Question two  

I asked participants to respond to the question, “Discuss your understanding of co-

creation and collaboration through your professional lens in regard to education programming 

and exhibition design”. Although Table 3 provides a summary of findings, here I present 

participant voices that led to those findings. Initially, I planned to leave the terms undefined for 

discussion in the interviews, but I observed during the first interview with Lillie that it was 

necessary to offer to define my understandings as a reference point for participants. I made a 

note in my research journal that, “defining my understandings of terms was a relational way for 

my peers to situate and communicate their understandings” (Research Journal, 2017). Sharing 

my definitions with interviewees helped to create a dialogue and kept the conversation focused 
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on concepts related to the research questions and codes: SRE, PRE, CC and CO. All participants 

but one asked for my understanding of the terms at some point during the interview. I cited Nina 

Simon’s (2010) definitions of collaboration in co-creation with respect to community 

programming and museums when I shared my definitions with my colleagues. According to 

Simon (2010), “co-creative projects originate in partnership with participants rather than based 

solely on institutional goals” (p. 190). Simon (2010) elaborated: 

Collaborative projects are institutionally-driven partnerships in which staff members 

work with community partners to develop new programs, exhibitions, or offerings. 

Participants may be chosen for specific knowledge or skills, association with cultural 

groups of interest, age, or representation of the intended audience for the outputs of the 

project (p. 190). 

While my definition focused on the dynamic of the visitor/museum as institution, and 

while my intention was to have my peers consider how their role supported or challenged this 

dynamic, we also ended up discussing how these terms apply when considering internal 

dynamics and the hierarchy between departments. These discussions became a note in my 

research journal and were considered when I created my visual/written response and focus group 

prompts.; 

Co-creation. Co-creation was seen as a hybridized creative process that blurs the 

authorship or final product created in a partnership. Norm stated: “I see co-creation as like two 

people working together to make something that doesn't have independent elements or 

components” (Norm transcription, p. 1). Clark too alluded to co-creation having a mixed end 

product when he shared that he enjoys muddling the terms co-creation and collaboration. 

Additionally, he does not feel the need to address authorship when he is working co-creatively or 
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collaboratively unless the person or group with which he is working asserts importance. With 

this comment in mind, I made a note in my research journal: “Do you have to claim ownership to 

have it be communicated to others (internal staff and the public)?” In other words, is Clark able 

to be fluid with his use of words like co-creation and collaboration because he knows he will get 

credit for his efforts due to his title? Or is it there something else that allows him to be relaxed 

about authorship? These questions created new and relevant avenues of exploration in my 

research and inspired the second discussion question for the focus groups: “Can you provide 

more insight into how different staff roles allow them to exercise more control over one or more 

of the three spatial tenets than other staff roles?” Anne directly addressed the shift in museum 

curatorial practice and collaboration when she stated:  

So, the curatorial process itself is a deeply collaborative process now with contemporary art. 

When I started my career, it was a much more traditional process… now…we do see 

transdisciplinary projects and projects that involve the students and the faculty and the 

community. It's a much more collaborative and sometimes co-creative process (Anne 

transcription, p. 2). 

While all interviewees shared implicitly or explicitly that they saw co-creation as a 

partnership with shared responsibility between the parties involved, referring to both internal 

staff dynamics and the museum/visitor relationship, the level of involvement between the parties 

and the stages in which they were involved in projects to make them co-creative varied. Several 

participants explicitly stated that for a project to be co-creative meant that the stakeholders had to 

be “working together from the beginning” (Marie transcription, p. 2) or that a co-creative effort 

required: “two or more staff members equally responsible for the creation of something-from the 

beginning, to make something that doesn’t have independent elements” (Norm transcription, p. 
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1). James was the only participant who verbally asserted that co-creative partnerships have a 

final stage that includes a physicality; or tangible result.  

Anne felt differently about co-creation as we can see in the following quote: 

“collaboration and even co-creation, can happen at multiple stages and multiple times. That it is 

not necessarily essential that everybody is involved at every stage. And I think I do agree with 

that” (Anne transcription, p. 3). This sentiment was echoed by Sabri, who openly grappled with 

the thought, “what does helping look like?” (Sabri transcription, p. 4) during our one-on-one 

interviews. Sabri added that, she does not co-create unless there is an established level of trust 

between her and her co-creator. She shared that trust is needed because the co-creator heavily 

influences the end product or exhibition and from her perspective (coded SRE) as an artist, the 

exhibitions success is directly linked to her livelihood as an artist. After connecting Sabri’s and 

Anne’s comments in my research journal, I began to consider their roles within the museum’s 

hierarchical structure that was established in question one. As with the question piqued by 

Clark’s comment about feeling the “need” to define terms, my interest in exploring inherent 

power in certain roles at the museum was strengthened and I was encouraged to explore this 

theme in Chapter 5.  

I compared comments from Sabri, Anne, and Clark to support staff who shared they 

would like to see either better communication about the expectations of their roles in terms of 

supporting an artist or curators’ vision or credit for their assistance in bringing a project to 

fruition. From this, another guiding question/discussion prompt for the focus groups emerged. 

Instead of assuming that my colleagues recognized and supported an inherent divide of power in 

our institutional dynamic and muddling the credibility of the study, I chose to ask them: “What 

could be gained in terms of exhibition design and education programming if we reimagined this 
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dynamic?” By the phrase “this dynamic,” I referred to certain roles at the museum coinciding 

with more inherent power in specific museum spaces. I hoped that staff members in higher 

positions and support staff could have a conversation about ways to disrupt our current structure 

and outline expectations for sharing credit in different partnerships. 

Collaboration. Kimball highlighted how easy it is to transition from collaboration and 

co-creation and the varied levels of contribution for individual’s involved in the process in the 

following excerpt: 

Collaborator I think is more cerebral. So maybe it's more involved in the thinking and 

planning. And so, two people that work together on a project can collaborate but they 

might be working on different projects that are then brought together somehow. There's a 

lot of overlap though. Kind of makes me think about our preparators, who are working 

with artists who create installations in the gallery, and they end up becoming almost co-

creators because they do physically a lot of the work with the artists. Whereas a 

collaborator might be someone who helps plan the exhibition with--like for example, two 

curators plan an exhibition, but they don't necessarily execute it together (Kimball 

transcription, p. 2). 

And while the overall consensus is that collaboration is necessary to the museum’s 

overall function, when it comes to internal communication, there are staff members who feel that 

the current hierarchical structure of the museum strips away recognition for their contributions to 

large scale and small-scale projects and excludes them from contributing to the museums: 

physical, mental and social space. This sentiment is exemplified by James when he states: 

So, for the museum, when looking at hierarchical museum structure or non-profit 

management structure, often times it's the people at the top that are that public face of 
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what would be considered co-creation, collaboration and then who are thinking about the 

concepts of space for the public. Which means that for people not in a curatorial or 

management position, that thus means that staff I don't see has having a direct 

representation of necessarily the physical concepts--the physical, mental and social 

concepts of space (James transcription, p. 10). 

Simon (2010) does a sound job parsing the components of co-creation and collaboration 

between museums and communities but one of the emergent implications of my research is that 

these concepts need to be considered in regard to internal staff structures and strategic planning. 

If, the museum is now embedded in these terms co-creation and collaboration as a path to 

cultivating a democratic process, as Anne and the literature have pointed out and support staff 

are asked to contribute to aspects of these processes, as indicated by the discussions in this 

dissertation. Then a follow up question becomes: “How do internal staff members who are 

expected to enact co-creative and collaborative programming with museums and communities 

foster a sense of pride in the work they have done without the promise of recognition internally 

or publicly?” Helping conceptualize and implement projects is not an issue at this institution. In 

fact, all 14 participants stated they were proud of the work we exhibit at the museum regardless 

of a sense of recognition and that they see real potential in the museum’s capacity to exist as a 

socially engaged university art museum. The tension that exists is a result of two things: a sense 

of a lack of respect for one another’s’ capacities and contributions to the process, and a sense that 

working collaboratively without a form of recognition is expected and accepted by peers. 
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Co-creation Collaboration 

•Requires at least two people working on a 

project; 

•Implies that a level of shared responsibility 

and ownership exists between the co-creators 

(it is a hybridized process); 

•Exists primarily between artists and curators 

within the museum; 

•Is most present in the museum’s artist in 

residence program. 

•Seen as a hybridized creative process that 

blurs the authorship or final product created in 

a partnership.  
 

•More fluid understanding of a way of 

working 

•Allows the museum to maintain its power 

when working with communities; 

•Is fluid and may not have an end point; 

•Exists between internal departments; 

•Happens daily to get tasks done (does not 

always deal with artwork);  

•Implies that a level of split responsibility 

where one person’s idea, goal, or vision is 

being created with the assistance of others 
 

Table 3. Understandings of co-creation and collaboration from one-on-one interviews 

Question three  

The third prompt asked participants to: “Discuss your understanding of physical, mental and 

social space through your professional lens in regard to education programming and exhibition 

design.”  This question strategically enacts the codes (PS, MS, SP, SRE, PRE and PRO). A 

summary of response themes can be found in Table 4. 

Thirteen of the fourteen participants asked for my definitions of spaces at some point 

during the interview/conversation. Several participants accepted my definitions and framed their 
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responses using my stated definitions as a reference, while others reworked and/or added to the 

definitions.  

Physical Space Mental Space Social Space 

•Museum architecture, both 

internal and external; 

•the art object themselves; 

•way-finding signage;  

•text panels, pedestals and 

other objects used to create 

exhibition space/displays; 

•public and non-public 

facilities within the museum 

(i.e. bathrooms, storage) 

•Words used to discuss 

physical space: actual, 

tangible, concrete, not 

metaphysical 
 

•Considered by research 

participants from the 

perspective of the visitor –

considered how the visitors’ 

mental space impacts the 

visitors’ abilities to connect 

to or not connect to museum 

content.  

•Words used to discuss 

mental space: capacity, 

interest, and identity 

•Mental space is linked to 

personal identity 
 

•Considered social space 

from the perspective of the 

visitor/ visitor experiences 

• 3 consistent aspects of 

social space: 

-does not need physical space 

to exist, and can exist 

virtually; 

-can be created with or 

without the museums 

prompting;  

-can be impacted in its 

manifestation by museum’s 

rules 

•Words used to discuss 

mental space: capacity, 

interest, and identity 
 

Table 4. Summary of data presented regarding the three spatial tenets 
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Physical space. This spatial tenet was understood by all to encompass the “bricks and 

mortar” of the museum and its three locations (Anne transcription, p. 3). Terms like: actual, 

tangible, concrete and not metaphysical were used during these conversations to discuss physical 

space.  

Two primary themes emerged when discussing physical space. The first is the belief that 

the museum’s physical space (at all CUAM’s locations) and its components are confusing and 

impact both the visitors’ mental space when navigating the museum as well as internal staff 

members’ ability to create exhibitions. Clark considered the unique location of The Lawn as a 

component of the museum conceptually, although physically located in a different part of the 

city. He shared: 

I think that's with the location of the Lawn it's foremost on my mind because we are a silo 

and I think I'm right now at a precipice of need to figure some things out and change 

some things, and it's very prescient, I think, the timing of you bringing those things up 

(Clark transcription, p. 5). 

Clark’s comments underscore the idea that physical space impacts the image of an 

institution, its visitor demographic focus and the strategies used to engage with visitors and 

potential visitors and create a visitor centered practice. These comments also serve as potential 

examples for why Clark’s definition of visitor varied from other locations. James addresses how 

the difficulty of navigating the main museum’s physical space impacts the visitors’ experience 

and mental space when he stated: 

So here at our physical location of the Arts Center at the CUAM, the mental space of let’s 

say the visitor is hard to read. Primarily because our building is a confusing space. It’s a 

confusing physical space (James transcription, p. 5). 
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The discrete differences caused by different physical locations puzzled me and led me to 

question my own understandings of physical space (coded PS). To clarify in my one-on-one 

conversation with Anne, I asked if the differences in each location was intentional. She 

responded by discussing the different aspects of the museum’s various physical locations. Some 

locations follow a more traditional format while others stretch the idea of the physical museum 

space. She stated: 

[One location] is even beyond the kunsthalle11. It doesn't even have the controls of the 

kunsthalle. Um, that is very much of a process-based space, it could be a workshop, it 

could be an exhibition, it could be a performance, it could be a community meeting, um, 

so, you know, we are an institution where we definitely have pursued, um, different 

facilities to enable that interaction (Anne transcript, 2017. p. 7). 

The follow-up note I had in my research journal was: “Is it beneficial to the museum’s overall 

mission and staff structure to have multiple physical locations?” (Research Journal, 2017) The 

second consistent theme that emerged in interviewees’ responses is that physical space is a 

primary consideration when conceptualizing way-finding for visitors in the museum space. 

These understandings of space began to frame the fourth and fifth question in the one-on-one 

conversations.  

Mental space. Mental space was considered by 12 research participants from the 

perspective of the visitor – that is, research participants considered how the visitors’ mental 

space impacts the visitors’ abilities to connect to or not connect to museum content. This 

viewpoint echoes the constructivist visitor-centric model seen in museum’s today (Dewey, 2007; 

                                                
11	Kunsthalle is a German term for an art hall or art shed. In Germany, these non-collecting 
institutions showcase work from artists local and non-local that are on temporary loan. This term 
contrasts the kunstmuseum, or collecting institutional model.	



 137 

Falk & Dierking, 2007; Frary-Carlson, 2002; Hein, 2002; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999; Macdonald, 

2010; Xanthoudaki et al., 2012). The remaining participants added how they considered mental 

space from their lenses as a museum professional and the idea that mental space is linked to an 

individuals’ ability to understand cultural symbols. Words used to discuss mental space included: 

capacity, interest, and identity.  

The following excerpts from Kimball, Norm, James and Raquel reflect the perspectives 

of the 12 participants who explored mental space (coded MS) as the visitors’ personal 

perspectives and identities and how those of one’s identity impact their ability to connect to the 

museum’s physical and social space: 

The mental space is really what's happening in your head and general knowledge that 

builds as you have more encounters and read more and you travel more and you grow 

more and you think more (Kimball transcription, p. 5). 

 

Mental space is I guess like your personal context of, um, things like, um, learned and 

unlearned habits and like the, um, the background of like whether—I'm trying to say this 

in like the most political correct ways. Um, like your nationality and your race and your 

orientation, all that stuff I think would fit into like your mental space. And like guide you 

through, uh, like navigation of like the content of art (Norm transcript, 2017, p, 3). 

 

(When asked whether he considered the mental space as something related to staff). No, I 

hadn’t thought of it before. I guess primarily because we are a customer service industry, 

since we’re a public institution. I see mental space much more as a need to clarify that 

space for the visitor, less for the staff (James transcript, 2017, p, 6). 
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Mental (space) I think is—can be influenced by the exhibitions. Um, but at the same 

time, I mean, that's what the participant is bringing to their experience (Raquel 

transcription, pp. 2-3). 

 

Clark added another layer to our institution’s mental space when he discussed his sense 

of obligation – or “mental goal” – in his role as curator as being the construction of a 

mental space that visitors can use to learn about the canon of ceramics (coded as SRE):  

How do people internalize us not only viewing us from the outside, but how do they view 

us from the inside when they walk through the door…I have a deep relationship with 

ceramics as material and, you know, to my determent perhaps in terms of being able to 

think about how other people view this place and the field of ceramics from the outside. 

But one of my mental goals is to be able to connect people with the history of ceramics 

and to let people know that whether they know it or not, they've got a relationship with 

with ceramics (Clark transcription, p. 7). 

While responses from Kimball, Norm, James, Raquel and Clark addressed mental space 

from the visitor’s perspective or sense of identity, Clark also addressed what it means to apply or 

engage the visitors’ sense of mental space through your role as a museum professional and use a 

visitor’s museum experience to expand or add to their personal experience.  

Finally, Sabri and I discussed mental space as the cultural aspect of a space; that is the: 

signs, symbols and behaviors that are associated with certain physical spaces.  

Sabri: Would another example be like etiquette? 

Kat: Yes. So those unspoken – 
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Sabri: Right. And there's ways that the physical space might reify the cultural voices of 

etiquette but that there's also something that you bring in that says, oh, you've walked 

through this door and now there's this voice of I'm not supposed to touch things’. 

Kat: Those unseen kind of guidelines of – 

Sabri: Yeah. Cultural (Sabri transcription, p. 10). 

Our conversation reaffirms Giddens’ (1999) discussion of institutionalized space; that is, 

the belief that institutions that are embedded in a society’s history have their own cultural history 

and this culture can exist even when individuals are not utilizing the physical aspects of that 

institution. Regardless of a visitors’ personal interests, museums as institutionalized spaced have 

inherent perceived rules and regulations that I would argue, all members of staff should be aware 

of in order to function as a critically reflection space.  

Social space. Discussions on social space were the most varied during the one-on-one 

interviews. I suspect this was due to constructivist frameworks that are tethered to contemporary 

practices of social engagement, visitor experience and socially engaged art. My colleagues 

considered social space, like mental space, from the perspective of the visitor and the visitors’ 

experiences.  

However, participants, myself included, grappled with solidifying the role of the museum 

in the creation of social space, an idea that is echoed in contemporary museum culture. That is, 

how do we recognize our inherent power in the museum’s social space and simultaneously 

respect that visitors may not need frameworks created by the museum to be social within our 

physical or virtual space? How do we as an institution define and navigate the multiplicity of our 

role? 
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Lillie focused on social space as virtual space, not needing to be tied to a physical space 

within the context of our museum. She also discussed how digital space is a component of the 

museum’s mental space (MS) and social space (SS). As such, it can impact visitors’ mental 

space (coded MS) and influence their interest in visiting the museum’s physical space. This 

dynamic, impacts the museum’s role or mission to function as a visitor centered space. A portion 

of our interview addressed this as follows: 

Lillie: I think a museum as like a generator of ideas maybe, that digital space matters a 

lot. Because you can—it's funny because I just gave an example of where I was like I'm 

not posting any real idea. I'm just posting dumb stuff. But I think sometimes you can  — 

Kat: That's a segue right into – into the content. 

Lillie: Right…I don't know enough about theories of like looking at a picture of an object 

versus like seeing it in life. Or I do know that that is a different experience. I think you 

can still get something out of seeing it online and being able to interact with it wherever 

you are. Yeah, you don't have to be here (transcription, p. 7). 

James echoed this idea when he shared: 

I don’t think you need another person to have a social experience in a museum. Objects 

have their own agency so you, or I feel like some people, those interested in art, can have 

a social experience with an object” (Focus group one transcription, p. 11). 

Their observation, to me, reaffirms Löw’s (2008) concept of spacing and synthesis – that is 

synthesis, or the digestion of an experience – can occur without a physical space or spacing.  Her 

comments also uncover a difficulty most museums have with evaluating and defining their social 

space in a globalized economy; specifically, now that museum space has become virtual and 
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visitors can access and interface with content without visiting the museums physical building, 

how they track visitor interest and assess visitor engagement. 

Another component of social space was identified: the understanding that mental space 

impacts social space. This is highlighted by Raquel in the following passage: 

Social, I guess I would say the museum has some control over it in the sense of, you 

know, what kind of—are we allowing—do we allow seating. Is there a place to sit down; 

is there a café; is there a way to interact with, the people you're visiting with. Or is it a, 

don't sit, don't touch, don't walk—you know, what type of environment. So, I would say 

we have some control (Raquel transcription, p. 4). 

That is, although visitor interaction is necessary to create social space, the museum’s internal 

structure and cultural norms, what I will call mental space and physical space frames how 

visitors can exercise their social interactions and impacts the type of social space created. That is 

visitor identity and self-efficacy can be impacted by museums because they are institutionalized 

spaces. 

Question four  

This question moves away from definitions or understanding of terms – a necessary 

foundation – and into considerations of roles. Asking my colleagues to discuss their 

“understanding of how these terms inform your role and the roles of your peers” became an 

indirect invitation for myself and my colleagues to apply the terms I had outlined in the first 

three questions to their roles and to the roles of their peers. This structure created a space for the 

coding themes to be compared through the lenses of various museum professionals (coded PRE 

and PRO). In other words, now that my colleagues and I had established an understanding of 

these terms discretely, the next step was to consider what those terms look like or how they exist 
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in our direct practice? The participants primarily discussed two emergent ideas, as noted below. 

They will be further discussed and supported by exemplary excerpt quotes. 

1. Different staff roles consider different aspects of space (physical, mental or social) 

and co-creation/collaboration more than others when performing work tasks and 

activities. 

2. Power discrepancies between job titles are not directly considered by all staff 

members. 

Different roles and concepts. It should also be noted that although participants 

considered an array of roles when discussing this topic, all staff members discussed the curatorial 

role as well as their own role in their responses, indicating the curatorial role’s perceived 

importance within the institution’s structure. Roles were discussed by participants from a 

comparative lens and coded in a comparative manner using codes PRE, PRO and SRE. During 

these conversations the idea of power discrepancies in roles emerged as did a divide between 

what I termed in my research journal as story makers (curators and artists) and story supporters 

(other staff). Data that exemplifies this dynamic is shared next.  

Story makers: curators and artists. Regardless of the discrepancies in the power of staff 

roles at the museum, as was highlighted earlier, it became clear during conversations that 

curators and artists consider their roles at this institution (coded SRE) as creating the stories 

presented at the museum. This sentiment was echoed by staff members (coded PRE and PRO). I 

took these conversations to indicate that the story makers of the museum use collaborative and 

co-creative strategies, intentionally and unintentionally, to create the ideas and mental space that 

will be manifested in the museum’s physical space. César sees his role as curator and activist, 

saying: “I think we use it [the mission] intentionally because our mission as curators here in a 
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way can see as activism” (César transcription, p. 7). He uses collaborative practice in his 

curatorial processes with artists to address issues of social justice. Anne, like César, sees her 

practice as embedded in social space and believes that museums should be active community 

spaces, or social spaces. She said: 

I am not the kind art historian or museum professional that thinks that a vault is a success. 

You know, objects locked in a building I think is a failure. Really, it's the social space—

it's the most important for me out of the three. I'll just say that (Anne transcription, p. 6). 

Finally, Clark too stated that he hopes to engage with non-traditional visitors: 

So, I mean, as a curator I like a sandbox. I like to see where an exhibition will lead and I 

like to conceive of exhibitions as open-ended propositions. And I hope that my—I hope 

that my role as a curator will allow me to, I don’t know, handle this even better and 

harness the output into something meaningful and something that has permanent 

repercussions, a long tail…(Clark transcription, p. 4). 

So interestingly, while curators state that they focused on creating social space, the tasks 

they perform in their roles demonstrate to their colleagues, myself included, their control of an 

exhibitions’ mental space.  

Many staff members support the mental space that curators create because their personal 

beliefs align with the curators’ mission; as a result, this perpetuates the current hierarchial system 

and led to guiding questions in the focus group. James commented on the museum’s structure 

(coded as PRO):  

[We have] an administrative hierarchical structure. We don’t necessarily—I mean, for an 

institution that’s wanting to shift to be on the forefront of visitor experience, I don’t know 

if our curators necessarily have that negative aspect [of univocal curatorial practices] in 
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mind. Do they though create exhibitions and themes that are wanting to prove a point? 

Yes. And do they know that? Yes. And they make changes and modifications to setups 

and layouts on a regular basis through installation of physical space so that they are either 

balancing that line, perhaps it’s a political line, perhaps it’s a social line. But they are 

balancing that for sure (transcription, p. 7). 

Marie too asserted (coded PRO and PRE):  

I think as far as the different types of spaces, I do think they're present. I think that 

everyone here does think about that. Everyone from the artists to the curators to the 

preparators are thinking about those three types of spaces when they're, uh, installing and 

creating exhibitions. They're thinking about physical and social and mental spaces. Um, 

because we have to, because that's the main purpose of putting on an exhibition is to 

communicate that information in those three ways (Marie transcription, p. 7). 

And Lillie shared as follows during a portion of my interview with her (coded PRO): 

So I would say that one thing is, that I do think our curatorial team maybe they dominate 

that space but they have ideas that align with my own beliefs about like showing Latin 

American artists and yeah so it’s funny. Like they have control of that mental space but 

like they’re, I think they are right minded in their ideas about representation of like who 

we are showing and like... You know, Anne also cares a lot about sustainability issues so 

I think that is cool. So, I do have a pretty high amount of trust in that they will like guide 

us (laughs) (Lille transcription, p. 8). 

While James, Marie, and Lillie all shared some degree of interest in reimaging the current 

dynamic at the museum, they also support the work of the current curators for its content, not 

necessarily its accessibility.  
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Artists. Sabri represents the artists voice in this study. Having one artist makes it 

impossible to generalize her comments, but they do offer insight into the types of artists with 

whom the curators at the museum aim to interface. To be able to unpack these terms with Sabri 

and get her insights on these comments was a real privilege and it gave me more insight, from 

my role as support staff, of what she her overall vision was for her exhibitions: the aesthetics and 

impact, a vision that support staff were positioned to share with visitors. Sabri was able to 

articulate, from an artist’s perspective the elements associated with being a contemporary artist 

who is creating an ongoing work within the context of the museum. It was nothing less than 

serendipitous that when I shared my theoretical frame with Sabri, we began to discuss the 

prompt, specifically question four, and she shared that she too considers these aspects of space in 

her work. She went on to discuss that when she creates work she is considering the relational 

space in the museum. As well as the relational dynamics she encounters in her role as an artist 

and the potential to be vulnerable when working in a public and physical museum space. She 

said: 

You know, it's just really different when you're working with people, or someone sees 

you working. And that acknowledgment and reveal of the labor and letting that happen in 

a public and navigating how to do it safely in a public space but not being afraid of also 

like someone walking in and you just being like, I'm sorry, everything's failing right now. 

I can't talk to you but feel free to watch. But I just have to focus on this thing. Because it 

might all fall apart (Sabri transcription, p. 14). 

She additionally shared that, from her perspective as a contemporary artist, the museum 

staff--not just the curators--were open to expanding traditional or preconceived notions of 

museum practice. She saw it as her role to consider mental, physical and social space and create 
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an exhibition that deconstructed the traditional museum experience or etiquette, if even for a 

moment. “In terms of the social space or the possibilities of social or mental space or like the 

possibility of the agency of the visitor that, you know, maybe sticking your gum on the counter 

shifts something. Even if for just a moment” (Sabri transcription, pp. 11-14). Sabri saw this act, 

or invitation from herself as an artist to the public/visitor, as a way to deconstruct the museum 

within its own physical space. 

She also unveiled the mutually beneficial relationship between the museum and herself as 

an artist, which sprouted from a shared desire to think critically about the museum and museum 

space. Sabri’s exhibition, for me, was an example of how a museum can work to alter the 

structures of which they are composed (Giddens, 1998). That is, in order to rework structure, 

components must be reconsidered internally. 

Finally, Sabri discussed how co-creation and collaboration impacted her role at the 

museum and her process during her residency as well as the sense of obligation that comes with 

authorship – an idea that was not discussed by other staff members. The following section from 

our conversation exemplifies her ideas on authorship and is shared below: 

Sabri: I do feel an ownership of the overall project and that it's my work -- 
 
Kat: You conceptualized it. 

Sabri: The thing I'm chasing and I'm inviting and depending on lots of other people to 

make it possible. But they're also expecting me to carry it (Sabri transcription, p. 5). 

Sabri’s above comment presents a rupture in my own understanding of artists’ roles 

within a museum. Like Norm, I have learned that the traditional role of artist and curator has 

gone from artist as genius to artist, curator and art critics as rock stars (Greenberg, 1971). And 

my position as support staff at the museum has perpetuated that belief. I have never been given 
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the opportunity or put in the position to think I must carry an exhibition, with the success or 

failure of the show depending on me and impacting my future career for better or worse. There is 

an inherent respect in the museum sector and in this institution for the expertise of artists and 

curators, because when the show is installed, their names are attached to the work, regardless of 

the content displayed. 

On the other hand, Lillie points out how those in support staff roles (which we will 

discuss in more depth next) also have expertise in their respective roles and this expertise is 

overlooked at times in favor of the story maker’s vision. She said:  

Lillie: I find it weird. But like, when I write an exhibition description we have to like run 

it by the artist. Or when we write the text panels, which I help with. They run them by the 

artist which, yeah I can see pros and cons to that. Giving the artist like power is great and 

like letting them realize their vision is great. But I think it sometimes makes the content 

hard for the average person to understand (transcription, p. 7). 

Anastasia’s comments supported Lillie’s idea (both coded SRE and PRO) when we were 

discussing how these tenets informed her role and her peers’ perception of her role and expertise 

as Registrar: 

I don't think that's how it works in this institution. I think we're more like optional. Like 

it's optional to listen to them and do what they suggest if, maybe, but if we don't really 

like it, then we'll veto it and they'll kind of do whatever (transcription, p. 3). 

Thus, another gap emerges in our practice. While we respect the roles of curators and 

artists for their expertise, this respect is not extended to other departments. We will further 

present this idea next. 
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Story supporters: visitor digestion/access. The designation of “story supporter” goes to 

the staff member representing public relations and marketing, the curatorial coordinator, the 

specialist to the director, the residency coordinator, the student workers, and the security and 

education departments – in others words, the department and staff members who self-identified 

and/or were identified by their peers as those that worked to connect the curator’s/artists’ vision 

to the visitor and create channels for making the museum a social space. Story supporters are 

roles that ensure the content is digestible and that the facilities at the museum create a positive 

visitor experience. James asserted his support role was a result of our hierarchical structure in a 

portion of our conversation: 

James: So, for the museum, when looking at hierarchical museum structure or non-profit 

management structure, often times it's the people at the top that are that public face of 

what would be considered co-creation, collaboration and then who are thinking about the 

concepts of space for the public. Which means that for people not in a curatorial or 

management position, that thus means that staff I don't see has having a direct 

representation of necessarily the physical concepts--the physical, mental and social 

concepts of space. Do those institutions co-collaborate--or departments co-collaborate 

and co-create? Yes. They do so internally.  

Kat: So, to clarify you're saying it's the people above us who are shaping these three 

concepts of space. And we're just kind of existing –? 

James: Yeah. The support departments, collaboration and co-creation (transcription, p. 

10). 

In other words, James contended that certain roles exist within our institution to support 

the vision of a particular individual or department. Lillie shared a similar idea: 
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I see my job as being like--well, the part of marketing and PR that I focus on is like 

reaching out to the everyday person. So, I feel like I feel like I end up speaking to the 

every man or whatever. Whoever that is. Even though I know that concept is fake 

because there is all different types of people (transcription, p. 8). 

Put another way, story supporters who focus on visitor experience are concerned with 

how the visitors engage with the curator and artists’ narratives and seek to provide points of 

access to the nebulous character that is the museum visitor. Raquel stated that of all the concepts 

discussed, she considers co-creativity and collaboration, with visitors the most. I found this 

interesting, because although Raquel has the term curator in her title, her tasks are more focused 

on programming versus exhibition design. 

Story supporters: setting the scene. I connected this title to positions that are embedded 

in the care and presentation of objects and their display – those positions are “story supporters” 

who help set the scene. Individuals in those roles work behind the scenes or hand-in-hand to 

actualize the vision of the artists and curators and are seen as being in charge of aspects of the 

museum’s physical space. These roles include positions such as preparators, conservators, and 

registrars. When I defined my understanding of mental space, Anastasia (the registrar) responded 

by saying, “Okay. Yeah, I don't have the mental space. I don't have that. No” (Anastasia 

transcription, p. 4). She continued to discuss how the social component of her job focused on 

objects, not people, and that because of this dynamic, she did not know if her role “activated” 

objects. Part of our conversation focused on this question: 

Anastasia: That's pretty much who we're social with here [objects]. It's just objects. 

Forget the staff. It's just objects. I mean...I mean our role here, with objects, we're very 

object--heavy object based, obviously, I mean when we're dealing with objects one-on-
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one. We help unpack them and condition them. I don't know if that's really activating 

them for their, like in the gallery. Once they're in the gallery, it's more like just like 

checking on them. You know? 

Kat: Yes, that makes sense.  

Anastasia: You're on your own little guy, you're still good. Or something went wrong. 

But I don't know if that's really activating them, because we're just there to ensure that 

they're okay. Like they're not damaged and like, you know, the space itself is 

temperature, you know, we're there for monitoring. But really, I don't think we're 

engaging in them in a way that the artist would, or, you know, the space and exhibition or 

viewers are supposed to be with them. We just walk by and are like, okay, you're intact. 

Keep it going. I'll see you at the exhibition close (Anastasia transcription, p. 8). 

The distinction Anastasia makes – that she protects objects but that curators activate them 

– indicated her role as a story supporter in the context of exhibition design and programming. 

When Esteban and I discussed the amount of consultation or assistance he provided to 

artists and curators, I was curious to know if he had similar feelings about authorship and how 

his contributions are communicated. Our conversation addressed this: 

Kat: You're fine having that role of someone giving you an idea and you manifest it and, 

you know, the name's not on the tombstone? 

Esteban: That's fine. As long as, you know, you realize that these are the best solutions 

possible. You don't say like, no, you've got to build an anti-gravity machine. I mean, if 

you had to physically use X, Y, or Z, you know, let me do it. You know, these are the 

three options we have, pick your best (Esteban transcription, p. 7). 
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While Esteban states he does not need public recognition, he does assert that he would 

like recognition internally regarding his expertise in the exhibition process and creation of the 

museums physical space. These conversations supported four ideas: (a) that the museum is 

curator/artist-focused; (b) that support staff agree approve of the type of content shown at the 

museum; (c) that some support staff would like the opportunity to contribute to the curatorial 

process and strengthen the potential of content, and (d) that all support staff would like to receive 

recognition for their contributions and expertise either internally or publicly.  

Power discrepancies: juxtaposition. In order to clarify prompt four, I added an iteration 

of the following question to each participants’ interview: “Do certain roles at the museum exist 

more in one of the three spaces or co-create/collaborate more than other roles?” Some 

participants organically answered the question prior to being prompted, while others took the 

question as an opportunity to consider the topic. Responses began to separate at this point, and it 

became clear that assumptions of power began to impact responses. This portion of data later 

inspired the focus for the second round of interviews. Three trends emerged regarding staff 

member beliefs on the subject of how the terms informed their roles and the roles of their peers. 

Staff members asserted that the concepts discussed did the following:  

1. greatly informed all roles and exhibitions based on self-interest and job title; 

2. did not inform roles; and/or 

3. inform exhibitions in different ways, depending on the exhibition. 

Anne responded to the question by saying, “Definitely. Definitely different departments 

and different people at the museum, um, feel a greater or lesser connection with some of these 

ideas (Anne transcriptions, 2017, p. 5). This comment led me to question what “connection” 

means in this context and to ask whether certain roles have the privilege of pursuing the 
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connections more than others do. And if so, why? James referenced the hierarchical structure of 

the museum when he referenced it’s embeddedness in museums and university systems, both 

institutions. He said: 

Having been in an institution and an individual museum institution within a larger 

institution [the university], it's been around for years, that is in a sense now permanently 

hierarchical (Focus group one transcription, p. 15). 

César’s comments were surprising in our conversation when he shared that he did not 

think that these terms informed his role or the roles of his peers. Although César asserted that 

these concepts do not inform his role or the roles of his peers when he went on to discuss a 

project he had completed, elements of these concepts are communicated – specifically, a focus 

on community collaboration between an artist and community members. To me, socially 

engaged practice, or SEA, is deeply connected to concepts of space, co-creation and 

collaboration (Helguera, 2011). He shared: 

I think if I take another example of working with Yoshua Okon and collaborating with 

ex-minutemen and having them reenact a protest that they created against Central 

American immigrant kids that are being sent to juvenile hall. So there's a whole lot of 

different sets of spaces and ideas that are lingering there. One is sort of like the 

negotiating, first of all, between an artist and - and known racist, dangerous people. To 

how do you create something thoughtful that does not easily, how do you say? Like not 

make a devil out of someone. Because that's just too easy. Like you can vilify someone. 

So, you know, making something more thoughtful that--other than vilifying people. 

(transcription, pp. 5-6). 

Clark also stated: 
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I would say that for me, like realistically, I pretty gleefully muddy all of those definitions. 

I don’t, I don’t know. I guess I don’t feel like I need to formalize my role unless a co-

collaborator feels like they need it…I’m not—I try not to have to—or I try not to claim 

ownership of other peoples’ content and other peoples’ ideas. I work with people that I 

like and that I trust. And I guess that’s sort of the management style (Clark, 

transcriptions, p. 4). 

These responses reflect the curators’ understanding of their roles as a museum 

professional (coded SRE) and support the emergent theme of power in roles, discussed further in 

Chapter 5. Thus, a note in my journal became: “Do we need to have a shared definition or 

understanding of these terms in order to enact them in our space? Does labelling our practice 

matter? (YES!)” (Research journal, June 2017).  

Norm commented, “I think the curatorial has way too much of the like curator as 

organizer and rock star kind of vibe” (Norm transcription, p. 4). Norm’s comment (coded PRO) 

uncovers the idea that although the museum views itself as contemporary and as an institution 

that focuses on SEA, internal staff roles may still be structured in a traditional way, with the 

artist or curator acting as the interpreter of an idea. The juxtaposition of these perspectives 

highlights a gap in the museum’s internal staffing structure. While Anne and César expressed 

how staff members navigate these terms, they did not address the hierarchical structure that 

exists and allows them to have these viewpoints. Their responses reflect their roles – Anne as a 

peacekeeper and César viewing himself as a progressive creative and demonstrate the code SRE. 

Norm’s comment uncovered a discrepancy in how curators are perceived – expert as rock star 

(coded as PRO). This gap created a space for reflection and conversation later in the focus 

groups. Can an institution be progressive and create SEA or community-based exhibitions and 
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programming and use a traditional hierarchical internal staffing structure?  Lillie too saw the 

curator role as having the most power in the museum’s mental and social space, but then came to 

the following realization during our conversation: 

Lillie: Because it just occurred to me while thinking of all of this that like, uh, as much as 

I'm like the curators are controlling our physical and mental space or whatever, I'm like 

totally in control of social space, digital space. 

Kat: Um-hum. 

Lillie: I literally do whatever I want. That's weird. Somebody needs to check my 

power. I mean, I don't think I'm doing anything crazy, but like  — 

Kat: That's the best quote, someone needs to check my power.  

Lillie: I wonder if there's a way—this is making me think I wonder if there's a way to 

make that more collaborative. And I'm also recognizing that myself like a really strong 

desire to not make it collaborative. So, it's—so that gives me a little bit of empathy for 

why, uh, sometimes it's easier to just to, yeah, like have total control of something 

(transcription, p. 10). 

Lillie’s comment brought to light the idea of empathy as a way of understanding – that is, 

the question of how we recognize our own power in our professional roles, recognize the 

contributions of our peers, and remain open to reimaging aspects of our role within an 

institutional structure. This realization became a note in my research journal and inspired the 

forms created in Chapter 6 (Appendices H and I).  

Esteban took a more neutral approach during our conversation when I asked his opinion 

on whose voice was most present in exhibition spaces and if that was intentional. He responded: 
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I think we would almost have to go just by exhibition--on an exhibition by exhibition 

basis. I mean, it would--the whole conversation changes if we are displaying, you know, 

45 turned wood bowls versus, you know, a video installation. You know, yeah, I think, 

yeah, each exhibition is going to determine whose voice is different (Esteban 

transcription, p. 7). 

Esteban’s response like the excerpts from Anne and César does not directly express 

inherent positions of power in discrete employee roles but he does assert that the media shown in 

an exhibition directs whose voice is used to interpret the content. I took this to support the idea 

that certain roles have inherent power because of their expertise in regard to exhibition planning 

and educational programming. All three tiers of these responses were considered and directed the 

discussion prompts for the focus groups. As with any process, connecting threads and gaps took 

time, as did the necessary parsing to uncover them. I had to consistently remind myself to look 

for themes in all of my data collection methods that related back to my research question. 

Question five  

As with question four, responses were divided regarding the question of how these terms 

inform the museum’s practice as a whole, responses were split. There were those who believed 

we do consider the topics I discussed, and those who believe we apply the concepts to our work 

after an exhibition is completed. Below are a few choice reflections from staff members in that 

category. See Table 5 for exemplary reflections from staff members reflecting on this question.  

Do Don’t 

• I think we're a really highly 
collaborative…more so than others, I 
think. It's impressive how we're able 
to bring so many people and 
organizations in and still make things 
happen, because that throws in a 

• So definitely the second one 
[don’t]…I think that there's not a lot 
of explanation as to why artists are 
being selected to begin with. We do 
have a pretty, um, like succinct 
mission statement as far as like the 
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whole bunch of complications to the 
mix…but that's how you get other 
voices to be heard (Marie 
transcription, p. 8). 

• I think we use it intentionally because 
our mission as curators here in a way 
one can see as activism... So, it's 
already embedded in my curatorial 
practice or Anne’s curatorial practice. 
It's something that we already 
practiced that wasn't influenced by 
terminology or by art history. It's more 
influenced by artists that we worked 
with and artists' practice (César 
transcription, p. 3-4). 

• Yeah, I touched on it. In a university 
setting for us to talk about being an 
avenue for people to interact with the 
university on an artist level, or how 
we collaborate with different 
departments on the university campus, 
I think has great potential in terms of 
creating different dynamics of space. 
When we go off campus, you know, I 
think those definitions of space are 
expanded even more…I think the 
ripples effect of when you work with--
when you collaborate with people. 
(James transcription, p. 11). 
 

kind of stuff that we show. But it's not 
like, um, it's not like enough context, 
in my opinion, to understand like, for 
example, why here? (Norm 
transcription, p. 5). 

• I would lean towards it's more part of 
the package. I do think there's a few 
intentional things and I think there's a 
lot of unintentional things (Raquel 
transcription, p. 4). 

• I have never heard us talk about these 
things in a staff meeting. Probably the 
only context in which I've heard any 
of these discussed has been in the last 
year since we started the museum 
ambassador program. Where the 
experience or work produced is 
actually broken down into--or the 
discussion about it, it's broken down 
and talked about in those terms. I've 
never been asked how I would like to 
contribute to the mental space of our--
which is really kind of an interesting 
way of putting it. (Kimball 
transcription, p. 7). 

• I don't think that they really consider it 
all the time…(Ulises transcription, p. 
5). 
 

Table 5. Participants’ responses to question five from one-on-one interviews 
 

The variance in responses indicates that there is a disconnect in communication of the 

intent of exhibitions between the story makers and the support staff; a gap that has caused 

confusion regarding the roles, expectation and power in and amongst departments in regard to 

exhibition design and programming. This topic will be parsed further in the next chapter. 

Question six  

When asked what the museum’s mission was, 12 of the 14 participants could paraphrase 

or summarize the mission. Two interesting realizations emerged during discussions of the final 
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question in the one-on-one interviews. First, the two participants who did not know the mission 

commented that they did not know what the mission was because it had changed so much over 

the past decade. According to museum studies courses and literature, a museum’s mission is 

meant to be the grounding point for all of the museum’s actions (Genoways et al., 2016; Kingler 

et al., 2011; Kotler et al., 2016; Lord, 2007; Moore, 1999, 2005). A frequent change in mission 

or a vague mission that is not understood by staff members makes the creation of space and any 

type of partnership difficult, as it carries the risk of being directionless. Without a foundation and 

strong internal staff communication, direction and growth become difficult for an institution. In 

regard to the changing mission, Esteban pondered, “are we designing a house around an 

interesting doorknob?” (Esteban transcription, p. 11). 

Visual and Written Responses 

After the one-on-one interviews, I sent an email and asked my colleagues to discuss their 

relationships to museums, if they were interested. This was not a part of my initial research 

design but emerged from a note I had in my research journal when coding question one in the 

one-on-one interviews. The note read, “I wonder if my colleagues link their roles as museum 

professionals to their personal identities like I do?” (Research Journal, 2017). While only three of 

the participants responded, they all referenced stories of personal interest in the arts that were 

fostered by their upbringing as the reason for their interest in museums. All participants were 

also asked to respond to one or more pre-focus group prompts (See Appendix G) in either visual 

or written form. These prompts were used as guides and discussion points for the focus groups. 

Lillie was the only staff member who chose to create a visual response. All other staff members 

chose to share their responses in written or verbal form.  
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Lillie’s response focused on question one form the prompt and addressed the prompt 

from her lens in public relations and marketing. She decided to make a collage of visitors who 

had geotagged their location at the museum, showcasing the diversity of the museum’s visitors. 

She also pulled statistics from the museum’s Facebook page to address the museum’s virtual 

social space. All other participants shared written responses or verbally responded to the prompts 

at the beginning of the focus group. The responses were coded as part of the conversations that 

transpired in the focus groups. 

Over-arching Themes in Focus Groups  

Focus group participants were given a handout with the visual/written response prompt, a 

timeline for the focus group, and the guiding questions for the focus group. The information was 

also projected on a screen in the museum’s activity room, the public classroom/exhibition space 

in the museum where the discussions occurred. Two focus groups took place, with participants 

choosing which session they would attend based on their availability. The first session was 

attended by Lillie, James, César, Clark, Norm, Marie, Anastasia and Kimball. The second 

session was comprised of James, Esteban, Anne, Andrew and Sabri. What follows is a combined 

summary of themes and new points of consideration that emerged from both sessions, organized 

by the three topics of focus discussed by the various questions in the visual/written responses and 

by the focus group guiding questions. The themes are organized by the three topics of focus: 

museum visitor, staff role and power in spaces, and reimaging power dynamics. 

Museum visitor  

This subset is comprised of the first two options for visual responses and the first 

question in the focus group. Discussions on this topic resulted in three realizations: our role as an 

institution is to simultaneously create space for our current visitors, potential new visitors and 
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artists—leading to varied understandings of our visitor, defining our visitor is difficult because of 

the duality of our role and the definition of our visitor is always changing because of our role. 

Each will be discussed discretely by question and supported by exemplary quotes from the 

conversations. 

Who are we creating space for? Discussions surrounding this question highlighted the 

fact that the museum aims to create space for potential visitors and current visitors. Kimball 

stated that we are creating space for “regular and one-time new visitors” (Focus group one 

transcription, p. 5). That led me to add the following question to my research journal: “What is a 

regular visitor?” César broke down this from his perspective as a curator, not from the 

perspective of the museum, demonstrating the codes SRE and PRE. 

First as a curator, you imagine for an educated audience that's familiar with art, its history 

and common language. Second, the uneducated or accidental audiences that require all of 

the internal structures within a museum setting to offer guidance, be it written materials, 

physical structures, exhibition design, and perhaps verbal communication. I would also 

consider creating a space that both audiences can appreciate at various levels...Usually 

the word education is a dirty word in the world of contemporary art. But now with artists 

blurring the boundaries between socially engaged art and fine art, and educational 

experiences not frowned upon, but rather given more weight to the experience of art 

within in the museum setting (Focus group one transcription, p. 6). 

Similarly, Anastasia responded: 

We're creating the space for artists and artworks to be displayed and stored, museum staff 

to utilize by producing installations and visitors to view, learn and engage with the art 

installations (Focus group transcription one, 2017, p. 5). 
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Both participants considered the fact that the museum is dually creating space for artists 

to showcase their work and for visitors to engage with the work. These responses highlighted the 

fact that the museum does not only create space for the visitor. Rather, staff members aim to 

create a symbiotic space where content can be presented and digested. 

Visitor definition. If we are creating museum space for the visitor, then understanding 

who the visitor is becomes important. In the focus groups, we outlined three facets of our 

definition of visitor: (a) the university community, (b) anyone who has an interest in the arts or 

has an arts background, and (c) anyone who interacts with our space or content virtually or in 

person. These definitions highlight the multiplicity of the museum’s visitor and the varying 

considerations each staff member has when conceptualizing the term. Participants commented on 

these categories:  

The university community: 

That would include students, faculty, staff, community families, teachers and students in 

local primary and secondary schools. For me, those make up the majority of visitors, my 

perception. But other types of visitors or collectors, out of town visitors who are one 

time. Community members who have a vested interest here. And architects and 

architecture buffs (Kimball focus group one transcription, p. 5). 

Anyone who has an interest in the arts or arts background: 

“On a content level. Our exhibitions focus on visitors with more academic backgrounds 

and previous experience with contemporary art to some degree” (James focus group one 

transcription, p. 4). 

Anyone who interacts with our space or content virtually or in person: 
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The first one I just said any person who either enters one of our three physical locations 

or who virtually experiences our museum online. And that could either be through our 

social media or any other type of publication. I guess that could also be print 

publications, because we also have all sorts of print out there. So, I would count all of 

those people as being visitors as reaching them in that space as well (Marie focus group 

one transcription, p. 4). 

Do we need a visitor definition? During the discussions, the groups identified two 

considerations the museum has when distinguishing the definition of our visitors: 

• Because of the larger social role of museums in general, this museum publicly 

maintains the narrative that we are open to all audiences. 

• To remain practical, and due to the size of staff and lack of funding, the museum 

internally identifies groups or visitors we will target. 

These considerations have led to the overall understanding that our visitor definition is 

constantly changing. For example, Anne stated: 

Well, you know, I think we have to accept the facts that it is a shifting definition 

constantly.  But then on a practical side of things how do you then do this research and 

analysis from your standpoint and from the museum’s standpoint?  How do we then 

strategically plan in order to draw and engage? …One of his comments and his feedback 

was I am not sure if the people who were doing the project were actually engaging with 

the art.  And Kat and I talked about that and how do you define “engagement” who’s to 

say that his sense of engagement was the right now versus his staff members sense of 

engagement who was running through the space looking for the right clue? (Focus group 

two transcription, p. 16). 
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In the first focus group, I discussed the idea of visitor as an umbrella term and asked 

participants to consider if we needed an umbrella term to support are practice. César responded 

by saying: 

I think we need to know who's coming to the museum. But also, there are some projects 

that are site specific or thematically specific that maybe you'll get design students for one 

exhibition or architecture for the next one (Focus group one transcription, p. 6).  

James then discussed the fact that an umbrella understanding of visitor supports the “appearance 

of a transparent democratic institution” (Focus group one transcription, pp. 9-11). Where in 

reality the museum has to target certain groups via marketing to try and increase attendance. 

Lillie added to the conservation when she shared her desire to have Raquel in the focus group 

because “the fact that education definitely defines the museum visitor as a casual, non-art person 

that you have to simplify language so they understand what things mean” (Focus group one 

transcription, pp. 9-11) coded (PRE). Marie and Lillie highlighted the fact that programming is 

difficult even if you define your demographic in the follow excerpt: 

Marie: …either way, whatever group you're catering to, even if you think it's to the 

general public, you know, you're always going to lose some people. You know, there 

could be language barriers too sometimes you might not be able to meet and you might 

not really know exactly what's going to be your visitor.  

Lillie: So basically, I think it's like impossible. It's impossible. That's a quote 

(Focus group one transcription, pp. 9-11). 

Spaces  
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Two overall conclusions were made during the staff discussions regarding the space that 

visitors occupy. Conceptually, the visitor creates the social space. Actively the visitor engages 

with all aspects of space. The concepts were discussed in this focus group excerpt:  

Andrew: That would have to be social space. 

Kat: Social space? 

Andrew: Yeah. 

Esteban: I think social space is the main draw as well, yeah.   

Anne: What are you asking us exactly?  Are you asking us which space are they more 

present in?  Which space do they have more of an impact on?  What are you asking? 

Kat: Just do they occupy however you would define “occupy.”   

Andrew: Physical, mental, or socially.  One of those three.   

Kat: Um-hmm (yes)  

Anne: Yeah, I would say it’s social.  I think mental, I think that we strive at times to have 

them more involved in the mental space, visitors more involved in the mental space.  

Sometimes we’re more successful than others.  Sometimes that’s part of our goal and 

sometimes it’s not, frankly (Focus group two transcription, p. 5-6) 

Realistically, the visitor and staff occupy all aspects of the museum’s physical, mental 

and social space because, as Lillie pointed out, “no-one exists in a bubble” (Lillie transcription, 

p. 6). This relational response echoed the constructivist idea that identity is a complex aspect of 

humans that is influenced by experiences and, in turn, influences experiences (Falk & Dierking, 

2007).  

 Staff role and power in the creation of spaces. The third option for visual responses 

and the second question in the focus group focused on staff roles/power in co-creative and 
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collaborative exhibitions and the creation of the three spatial tenets of physical space, mental 

space and social space. Discussions uncovered the fact that staff felt that all staff roles and the 

visitor exist in some degree in all three of the spaces, making the distinction of three spaces 

impractical. 

Norm: I think it's like easiest to say that preparators exist in like the physical space. But 

yeah, I don't think anyone's role is like just subject to like a finite space.  

Lillie: Yeah, I guess I was like--I don't know if I see--I don't know if that's a useful 

distinction. That's all. 

Kat: You mean the spaces? 

Lillie: Yeah.  

Kat: Why? 

Lillie: Because nobody only exists as a physical body without a mental space. Or only--

you know what I mean? Like you can't just be here and not--and choose to only be here 

physically or something frankly (Focus group one transcription, p. 13). 

While all staff may exist and travel between the three spaces fluidly, depending on each 

project, there is still a distinction in roles and power. Many staff members used the preparators as 

an example for a collaborative role in their one-on-one discussions. Clark reiterated this point in 

the focus groups when he stated: 

I enjoy pushing the boundaries. In the past couple of weeks, I used the preparators in 

social space very powerfully in the stop motion video of the installation of the eight tones 

of sewer pipes in our space was and continues to be pretty magic. When communicating 

something I think unusual and special about that exhibition. And it makes people sort of 

recalibrate their ideas of what the physical space can be like and what the aspects of any 
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exhibition or artwork is. But there's always a power in pushing things beyond the 

boundaries frankly (Focus group transcription one, 2017, p. 13). 

Raquel discussed her view on collaboration when she said: 

I have asked [security] some questions.  I’ve gotten [security staff members’] feedback 

on art projects.  I have talked to [them] about things.  It’s not public it’s more of a one-

on-one conversation but I’ve had, knowing [their] background, I have had conversations 

with him.  Knowing [their] background I’ve talked a few things with him too.  We’ve 

collaborated and kind of shared assignments like in the past like something I was doing 

he showed me and he was like oh, I’m going to do that with my students. So, I mean, it’s 

just – I think sometimes it happens I just don’t think it’s talked about (Focus group two 

transcription, p. 14). 

The fact that Clark sees using the preparators in social space as stretching the boundaries 

of museum practice and that Raquel sees asking for peers’ opinions as collaboration suggests that 

there is, in fact, a distinction regarding which roles have power within certain spaces or are 

expected to exist in certain spaces. Esteban supported this idea when he stated: “Well, I happen 

to work with everyone so I have no choice.  I think smart, I mean, but there is Anne’s vision, 

there is Raquel’s vision, and I’ve got to deal with those two and then I’ve got to think about the 

safety of the art first and foremost” (Esteban transcription, p. 7). 

Esteban’s comment highlights the themes that roles have distinct power in certain spaces 

as well as the fact that artists are a primary focus in our institution. Thus, I align artists with 

creating the museum’s mental space, which was echoed when Anne, Esteban and Andrew 

discussed power is the museum space. Anne discussed how, “the artist’s vision and that’s huge 

for us” (Focus group transcription one, p. 7-8). Using our model of residence artists writing their 
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own text panels, a perceived rarity in museum practice to Anne (coded as PRE), as an example. 

Esteban responded with his perspective on the created text panels (coded PRO) by saying that 

they were , “…just so heady and so cerebral it’s like you’re going to lose people after the first 

paragraph, they’re gone.  I mean no don’t dumb it down but you’ve got to find that happy 

medium” (Focus group transcription one, pp. 7-8). This need for balance was supported by 

Andrew who stated: 

Yeah, maybe hitting the high and the low levels of comprehension at the same time.  I 

think of the Simpson’s a lot when I think about that because they write jokes that are kind 

of smarter but then they write fart jokes too, you know, so everybody can understand it 

(Focus group transcription one, pp. 7-8). 

First, Anne directed the conversation to consider the artist’s perspective and role in the 

exhibition process and aimed to demonstrate the collaborative role of Raquel by highlighting that 

she sent the text panels to multiple staff members for feedback – a strategy designed to create 

democratic and holistic text panels with visitor accessibility in mind. Esteban however, 

responded by reminding the group that artists’ language at times is too cerebral to be accessible. 

Raquel then highlighted the importance of respecting the artists’ voice, saying: “with [the sister 

artists] writing their text panel and hearing and respecting their desire to write it themselves and 

stepping back and letting them do that” (Focus group two transcription, p. 7). Thus, the 

conclusion regarding the way that staff members create space for the visitor became a seemingly 

hybridized model, with multiple staff members contributing. But then the questions become: 

“Who has the final say? And what implications does that have?” The follow-up question 

emerged as: “Do we have to be collaborative at all stages of exhibition design?” 
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Anne, Raquel and Andrew discussed whether and how roles have control in different 

spaces in an institution that has a hierarchical structure and concluded that while museum 

professionals have power in the context of the museum because of their roles, visitors have 

power because they are considered by museum professionals when they create education 

programming and exhibitions. 

Finally, Lillie and Marie supported the idea of implicit power in role and space when they 

stated in the focus group A: 

Lillie: Yeah. I mean, I think it's interesting because we all identified that people work in 

different spaces, but like certainly different roles like have the final say in each space.  

Marie: I think that's where the hierarchy comes in. Because we are a small group, we 

have a lot of collaboration and we get feedback from other departments and we work 

together a lot and there ultimately had to be a final say. And that's where you see the 

hierarchy…sometimes it's not even based on the role, it's based on the institutional 

history (Focus group one transcription, p. 16). 

In regard to co-creation and collaboration, two primary ideas emerged. First, that as an 

institution, we do not consciously pursue co-creative and collaborative projects with community 

members, and secondly, that the implicit power of certain roles/titles of positions is exercised in 

co-creation and collaboration. 

Anne shared: 

You know, I can’t help thinking about some of the debates that I’ve had with groups 

about social practice and socially engaged work when I think about collaboration and co-

creation.  And since as an institution we have had a focus on socially engaged work and 

we feel that that work has impacted our process and approach I think it’s relevant here.  
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Which is I think, often there is conversation about with social practice is it collaboration 

or co-creation.  So, is it the artist with an idea leading a project, addressing an issue 

perhaps or a space or environment or context and then inviting people to join them in that 

process or is it an artist coming to a space and developing that idea sort of from start to 

finish with a community or a set of people?  And I guess I’ve seen be successful and I 

think they are different but I think they can co-exist successfully (Focus group two 

transcription, p. 6). 

This discussion reaffirmed an idea from Löw (2006, 2008, 2016) that although individuals have 

agency and act as social agents who create space, their ability to create space is influenced by 

social, cultural, economic, behavioral and spatial structures. While we all agreed that we need the 

different staff roles at the museum to create a holistic experience for the visitor, we concluded 

that a disconnect in communication exists regarding how to collaboratively or co-creatively 

create those spaces. These ideas will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Reimaging power dynamics  

The fourth option for visual responses and the third and fourth questions submitted to the 

focus groups addressed the idea of re-imaging current power dynamics – that is, the current 

hierarchical structure that is centered around artists and curators. The following suggestions 

emerged from the discussion: 

• Create an intra-office committee; 

• change roles for a day; 

• poll university students to see what they would be interested in viewing at the 

museum; 

• have visitors reflect on exhibitions; and  
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• continue to be experimental in our exhibition and programming practices. 

While these suggestions provide starting points for reimagining power dynamics, I was 

left wondering two things about these suggestions: (a) which staff roles would assume 

responsibilities for these tasks, given the fact that staff already feel as though they wear many 

hats; and 2) how impactful on the process of reimagining power dynamics it would be to change 

roles for a day or ask for feedback from visitors. James echoed these thoughts when he said: 

I guess I look at the--I guess I look at [the university] as the whole when you asked me 

that question. Because different organizational structures have been proven to be 

effective based on size and dynamics of team. But to go from hierarchical to, let's say, 

matrix structure, I don't really see that as possible on like a--having been in an institution 

and an individual museum institution within a larger institution, it's been around for 

years, that is in a sense now permanently hierarchical (Focus group one transcription, p. 

15). 

This led me to leave a note in my research journal: “Does the institutionalization of space 

make it impossible or impractical to be co-creative or collaborative internally and externally?” 

Additionally, a conversation between Andrew and Anne brought up the fact that strides are being 

made internally to reimagine the current structure and to consider our university demographic 

with the new role of the student workers, or re-imagine the roles of student workers (coded 

simultaneously as PRO and PRE). They discussed the fact that the student workers are reviewed 

as external voices (coded PRE) and that by allowing them to share their own voices in the 

museum we are reworking the internal hierarchical structure and, “taking steps towards 

engaging, representing our primary audience [students]” Focus group two transcription, pp. 11-

12). Yet at the same time these museum student workers have an inclination to want to be in the 
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museum space making it, as Anne states, “…our great challenge is how do you deeply and 

authentically engage with external voices.  And how do you balance the institution’s professional 

goals and mission with that?” (Focus group two transcription, pp. 11-12). 

Raquel added to the discussion by mentioning the fact that the museum balances co-

creative and collaborative programming as a way of remaining accessible to the range of visitors 

we get – to address the interests of the more traditional visitors versus those who are looking or 

engagement and edu-tainment (Dilevko & Gottlieb, 2004). Raquel asserted that this is a reality 

that the museum understands, and therefore works in an experimental manner to address the 

changing needs of all internal and external stakeholders. She said: 

I think it’s continually and I really think it depends upon the person who we’re bringing 

in depending upon how much time they can devote to it, how much experience they have, 

what their thoughts are – their vision.  And pairing that with the appropriate staff member 

to manage the project depends upon how much voice that the staff member has because 

it’s a constant evolving working relationship.  Where if your guest person doesn’t want to 

make a decision but a decision still has to be made so at the end of the day somebody has 

to make it.  Or, if the invited person is making something that we know isn’t good for 

visitors, is putting art in danger, if it violates safety, if it’s not creating a building that’s 

accessible for everyone then we have to be even more heavy handed to get it back to 

more of a collaborative but yet not keeping (Focus group two transcription, p. 13). 

Finally, during our discussion on re-imagining power dynamics, Sabri seamlessly 

synthesized the sentiment of my inquiry when she stated: 

This comes from my own bias, right, and my own ideas about knowledge and how 

traditions within certain disciplines or institutions might keep us from knowing or owning 



 171 

what we know, right?  I mean, by mixing up the dynamic you’re kind of asking the 

question what knowledge was within the institution but doesn’t participate in certain 

conversations or decisions because it’s not traditional for someone within X, Y, Z role to 

have a stake or a voice. Like what knowledge is not being tapped? You know it’s not that 

everybody wants to be the curator, everyone has different roles but like what voices or 

information are presented.  And so it would be really curious to me if there was, this was 

just my own bias, how do you map what people know, right?  Like what people have an 

understanding of given their role, their perspective but also just who they are, right?  

What shows they’ve seen, what successes, what failures they’ve seen happen and what 

did they end up thinking or having an opinion or an idea about from that particular 

perspective, right?  So, it’s always both the role and the individual person as they inhabit 

it, right?  So, I don’t know, could you map that in some way?  Could you – because 

maybe there’s one person in a registrarial role who does have something to, just to use 

that example, to contribute to a tech panel.  And somebody else who just doesn’t, right? 

(Focus group two transcription, p. 13). 

The suggestion of mapping roles as a way to deconstruct current dynamics inspired 

aspects of the exhibition planning tool, discussed in Chapter 6. 

Processing from the Researcher 

Visual and narrative responses to the process  

Inspired by the data presentation in Yoon’s (2017) dissertation, this dissertation includes 

portions on an embodied letter to myself that I poetically wrote after completing the data 

collection based on my journals and research notes throughout the pages. With vocabulary from 



 172 

my literature review and theoretical framework to express the moments of: frustration, 

realization and reflection in my dissertation process in the form of a reflective narrative. 

 This dissertation also showcases eleven images of my colleagues’ office spaces 

(excluding images that had information that could identify participants or the institution). The 

images are visual aids that resulted from our conversations in their personal spaces and shaped 

the written narrative. My words highlight the ebb and flow of my experiences during the 

dissertation process. This section is meant to viewed as a creative presentation of my process and 

it expresses a deeper or more layered understanding of my experience, what I saw and how I 

understood my process for the reader.  It is not a data source, it is a technique that shares how I 

visually and verbally processed the research experience through my lens as researcher.  

Visual. The photographs collected after the one-on-one interviews with my colleagues 

created another layer for me to share my lens during this process. These images serve as my 

observations of how my fellow museum professionals physically construct and manage their 

personal physical work spaces. I photographed the desks of each participant as well as objects 

that caught my eye during our interviews. For me these visuals add depth to how I understood 

research participants. The visual images are embedded in the Extended Character Profiles 

(Chapter 3). 

Final Member Checks 

 After coding both rounds of interviews and my research journal, I sent out final member 

checks to participants to give them the opportunity to look over my conclusions and let me know 

if they had any comments or wanted to agree/disagree with any of my findings. The member 

checks shared conclusions made after reviewing the one-on-one interviews, visual and written 

responses and focused groups with my constructed coding key. After only receiving one 
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response to the first request for member checks, I extended the response date and also shared that 

if anyone wanted to comment but did not have time to respond in the new time frame they could 

let me know. After sending this email, I had one more person respond with comments. Thus, two 

of the thirteen remaining participants responded to my email and both shared the points noted 

below. 

• They agreed or took no issue with my summation of co-creation, collaboration and 

the three spatial tenets. 

• They accepted my interpretation of power distribution in the spatial areas. Lille added 

public relations and marketing to social and physical space. 

• They disagreed with my conclusion that the museum does not need an established 

definition of visitor. 

Lillie and Norm thought that defining the museums visitor population was “important” or 

“would be beneficial in some way or another.” It must be noted that at the time the member 

checks were sent the museum was preparing for a large event, this may have impacted my 

colleagues’ ability to respond to the final member checks. However, I did not receive follow up 

emails with concerns from any of my colleagues even after the member check deadline passed 

and I interpreted that as a go-ahead. 

Summary 

Chapter 4 presents the data collected for my dissertation research with relevance to 

emerging themes. The chapter reviews the two rounds of interviews, organized by questions or 

prompts, with supporting quotes and excerpts from participants, and reviews the themes that 

emerged in participants’ visual and written responses and final member checks. Inspired by 

Yoon’s (2017) dissertation, this dissertation includes a lyrical narrative about my dissertation 
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process, accompanied by metaphorical portraits of the peers I interviewed in the context of their 

personal/professional space (their desks or workspaces at the museum). In Chapter 5, I will 

discuss what I found through the data analysis process, presenting the findings in the order of the 

research questions. The chapter will also include further examination of how the findings could 

be related to the relevant studies I discussed in the literature review presented in Chapter 2.  
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CHAPTER 5: Findings and Interpretation 

Are we designing a house around an interesting doorknob? (Esteban transcript, 
p. 11) 
 
Bloomberg & Volpe (2012) asserted that “the findings chapter splits apart and separates 

out pieces and chunks of data to tell the ‘story of the research,’ the analysis chapter is an attempt 

to reconstruct a holistic understanding of your study” (p. 179). This chapter, then, synthesizes the 

data presented in Chapter 4 by tying it back into the larger narrative that was presented largely in 

Chapter 2, as well as elsewhere in this manuscript. 

Using my original research questions as a lens, this chapter filters and condenses the 

overarching themes presented in Chapter 4 to unveil the significant findings of this project that 

are specific to the museum that is the focus of this project. My interpretations in this chapter are 

arranged in order of the research questions listed in Chapter 1 and supported by quotes and 

excerpts from the conversations described in Chapter 4. I discuss the data as it relates to the 

themes that were presented to each participant in the individual interviews and focus groups, my 

theoretical framework and the existing literature in each section of this chapter. The term staff 

member is used to refer to the research participants. I also used the terms: peers, colleagues and 

museum professionals interchangeably throughout the interviews and in this review of the 

research. I did not anticipate that the use of these terms interchangeably would influence or guide 

the responses of my research participants. I will discuss this topic further in the following 

section. 

Research Question One: How Staff Members Communicate Their Understanding 

What do art museum staff members communicate about their understanding of 
their role in co-creative and collaborative education programming and museum 
exhibition design in contexts of relational space in the museum? 
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Research participants communicated their understanding of their roles in regard to 

question one in three primary ways: (a) through dialogue and discussion of how they define the 

terms that were presented, (b) through the lens of their age, (c) via recognition of the untapped 

talent of internal staff, (d) through their perspective and understanding of who the visitor is, and 

(e) in reference to their understanding of the museum’s hierarchical organizational structure. The 

participants’ reflections that emerged upon completion of individual interviews and the focus 

groups relate to the outlined concepts of mental, physical and social space and support aspects of 

my theoretical framework. The understandings presented below were communicated, both 

directly (via verbalized statements) and indirectly (via body language and pauses in speech). 

It is important to note that in these conversations, participants saw education 

programming as an aspect of exhibition design, not the sole responsibility of the curator of 

education. This differs from past understandings of the role of museum education in which 

education was considered after the creation of an exhibition. This collective understanding of 

education programming as inherent to exhibition practice alludes to an openness within the 

museum regarding the activation of an edu-curation model in which education is considered at 

the beginning stages of exhibition planning (Villenueve & Rowson-Love, 2017). 

In the next section, I will (a) elaborate on the five ways in which staff members 

communicated their understandings of their roles and the identified terms of co-creation, 

collaboration, physical space, mental space, social space; and (b) explore how these modes of 

communication uncovered themes that support aspects of my theoretical frame.  

Dialogue and definitions 

As both the researcher conducting a mixed methods research project and as a member of 

the institution where my research took place, I wanted to make sure I cultivated an exchange of 
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ideas during the interviews. My initial assumption was to use very open-ended questions and 

defer from defining the terms that I was asking the research participants to define. I had 

determined that did not want to intentionally impact anyone’s response or create space for 

groupthink to occur. However, four minutes into the first one-on-one interview, I realized that 

my terms were so specific that it made it difficult for my colleagues to share their 

understandings. Thus, I began to provide the option of sharing my understanding of terms at any 

point of the interview process. In order to situate my own understanding of the roles of my peers 

and address my primary research question, I asked them to provide several types of data: 

1. their title; 

2. their length of employment at the museum; 

3. their educational background; 

4. the duties of their role; and 

5. their thoughts regarding whether their role would be similar in other institutions. 

These questions created a foundational understanding of how my colleagues viewed their roles at 

the museum and created points of reference for me as the researcher. This gesture opened up a 

space for an exchange of ideas and cultivated a conversational tone to the interviews. In fact, 

sharing my understanding of the terms and expanding on my own assumptions about my 

research project resulted in an unexpected outcome for me. Esteban, Anne, Ulises, and Kimball 

all used my sharing of my assumptions and understandings as an invitation to flip the 

interviewer/interviewee dynamic.  

Similarly, during our one-on-one interview, after sharing her understanding of co-

creation and collaboration Kimball stated: “What do you think? What are your definitions? 

(Kimball transcription, p. 7). In the aforementioned one-on-one interviews, I was prompted by 
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those four colleagues to discuss my role in regard to my research questions. This swap 

encouraged me to remain reflective in my research journal about the process and to remain 

conversational during the one-on-one interviews. It also reflected an openness from veteran staff 

to hear my opinions and understandings as a new museum employee. 

All interviewees were able to discuss the aspects of their roles and their own personal 

histories with ease. Interestingly, five of the research participants shared that they had never 

actually reflected on their role in general before or considered their role in the context of co-

creation, collaboration, or concepts of space.  

These responses encouraged me to continue with my questioning as they highlighted the 

fact that the conversations we were having were necessary uncharted areas of interest and that 

discussions about these topics could strengthen professional practice. 

Age as lens  

Many of the younger staff members I interviewed, myself included, had vague position 

titles that left potential for a broad scope of their job responsibilities, a factor with both positive 

and negative implications. As was demonstrated in Chapter 4, I learned that because of the size 

of our staff, our institutional structure, the volume of workload, the diversity of projects, and our 

various locations, all interviewees understood and accepted that they would be required to 

perform an array of tasks and wear multiple hats. More traditional titles: curators, registrars, 

preparators, conservator and even security were able to better delineate which tasks were or were 

not a part of their roles. Staff members with newer titles, myself included, had a more difficult 

time outlining the tasks associated with their roles. This created a gap in the recognition of 

completed tasks by both story makers and story supporters.  
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 As shared in Fluidity of Roles (Chapter 4) in the context of this study the majority of 

story supporters were millennials. As millennials interested in museum work, we understand that 

in order to be successful in the arts sector, we will need a higher education degree, experience in 

the field, a flexible approach to work, and a willingness to work for little money. We are a 

product of the contemporary, post-positivist and constructivist framework. However, as 

expressed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 5, a vague job title makes it difficult for staff members to 

understand the tasks associated with their roles and to receive recognition for their contributions. 

This lack of recognition impacts internal staff member’s ability to creative meaningful co-

creative and collaboration education programs and exhibitions for CUAM’s visitors. 

As Reid (2012) discussed in her dissertation, the current expectations of museum 

educators are a product of a change in the role of the museums. I extend this understanding to the 

roles of my peers who have vague job descriptions. With this change in focus from cabinets of 

curiosity to constructivist laboratories comes a change in the required skills and backgrounds 

(both educational and experiential) for young professionals seeking to become members of the 

museum sector. The shift is evident in my own field of work. Museum educators came 

historically from art history backgrounds. However, that has changed in the past 20 years. 

Museum educators today traverse the line between art historian and classroom educator. They 

are required to have an established understanding of the canon as well as studio experience and 

teaching experience. Reid (2012) suggested that museum educators should expand their 

professional networks by attending conferences and joining professional networks. I would add 

that new members of the field should spend time networking within their museums’ internal 

structures in order to strengthen co-creative and collaborative programming. In Chapter 6 I 

suggest reimagining internship programs for students interested in a career in the museum sector; 
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that is museum professionals and museum educators. I see this as an opportunity for museum 

educator to use their expertise in educational systems and assessing student needs as a way to 

become leaders within the umbrella context of museum professionals.  

Untapped talent 

Data presented in Chapter 4, specifically César’s assertion that there is untapped talent at 

the museum, juxtaposes the apparent underlying lack of focus within the museum’s internal 

culture to recognize these talents in a way that is meaningful and rewarding to internal staff 

members while also advancing the museum’s mission. Finding a structure that incentivizes our 

staff and recognizes their contributions is crucial to the success of our institution. My 

suggestions on how to address these gaps will be discussed further in Chapter 6. 

What is the point of a story if no one is listening? What is the point of a story if they already 

know the ending? Our untapped pools could change the narrative, but they could also shift the 

power. The power of space, the power of titles, the power of authorship. 

 

Visitor perspective  

Another way interviewees indirectly communicated their understanding of their roles 

occurred in the one-on-one interviews. Staff members communicated their roles and 

understandings of co-creation, collaboration and space by discussing how their role and these 

concepts apply to the visitors’ experience. This emergent theme reflected the idea presented in 

the literature review that museums, as institutions, are being encouraged to become visitor-

centric spaces. However, the variance in how each staff member discussed and defined the 

museum’s visitor in the focus groups also demonstrated the opaque nature of the term visitor 
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showed that not having a unified institutional understanding of the visitor demographic can 

impede internal communication and programming for external entities.  

When I initially framed my research questions, I hoped to gain a more developed 

understanding of how my colleagues understand their roles and the roles of their peers. While I 

agree that the current cultural atmosphere in the arts is visitor-centric, as is demonstrated in 

Chapter 2 and in my own data, I would argue that in order to create a holistic practice, more time 

needs to be spent examining the internal dynamics of museum staff in regard to programming 

approaches, power dynamics and the museum’s spatial tenets. The silo mentality between 

departments, while decreasing, still exists and permeates into exhibition planning. Collaboration 

and co-creation are seen as a necessity for actualizing a curator’s vision because of the small 

staff size at the institution. While Clark and César shared that they ask for other staff members’ 

opinions while planning an exhibition, no formal requirement exists for ensuring that curators 

interface with other internal or external entities for exhibition design, exhibition implementation, 

or programming. This is another gap I address in my strategic plan in Chapter 6. 

Whose story is it anyway? The seemingly nebulous but actually specific visitor muddle our 

invitations and blur our expectations. 

 

Hierarchy 

Acceptance of hierarchy. Accepting a hierarchical institutional structure was 

demonstrated and implied through interviewee communication of their understanding of 

individual roles within our institution. 

 The hierarchical internal structure of this museum was directly mentioned by James, 

Norm, Lillie and Anastasia and is reflected in the museum’s institutional structure chart. James 
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discussed how the museum, as both a public institution and a section of the university, is 

embedded in two hierarchical structures (the museum and the university), saying that because of 

this he believes a change in the museum’s own internal structure would be difficult.  

His comment reflected the concept of institutionalized spaces (Giddens, 1984), 

specifically the idea that museums and universities are institutionalized spaces. The long cultural 

history of these institutions allows them to exist as their own entities (Bourdieu, 1972), without 

support or interest from major contemporary groups. In the context of museums, this has created 

a disconnect between the current social needs and interests of visitors and the perceived role of a 

museums as institutions. 

So, although the data in Chapter 4 showed that the museum works to create public 

exhibitions that are socially engaged and civically minded, the internal staffing structure and ties 

to the university system project an internal hierarchy, even if it is unintentional. As a result, the 

curators and artists are still seen as the “rock stars” of the institutions. However, this flow of 

power is partially supported by junior staff because of the fact that the exhibition content 

cultivated and created by curators aligns with contemporary ideas of SEA, reimagining the canon 

and sustainability, concepts that these staff members support.  

Questioning of hierarchy. As shared in multiple areas in Chapter 4, a disconnect or 

uneasiness exists regarding the respect of other roles (non-curatorial) at the museum. Several 

staff members who are not curators directly and indirectly expressed interest in receiving more 

recognition for their acquired expertise. Anastasia shared, “Yeah, I would like to contribute to 

texts panels, but that isn’t my role” (Anna transcription, p. 6). In my opinion the most insightful 

question that emerged regarding the examination of the museum’s hierarchical structure was, 

“Who has the final say in different aspects of decision making?” I perceived a desire from staff 
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members to have a more established understanding of the flow of decision making in regard to 

the conceptualization, production, implementation and reflection of exhibition space. The current 

structure supports an artist and curator centered process and the idea that change starts with the 

curator. Thus, asking certain staff members – specifically the story supporters – to consider their 

roles was particularly interesting. as they seemed to consider their roles with a dual lens. They 

saw their role within the current structure, and also the potential of their role if the structure was 

altered. The story makers or staff members who had been at the museum for more than five 

years, on the other hand, seemed comfortable with the current structure and discussed their past 

and current projects. 

Recognition of hierarchy. Personally, I felt the presence of a hierarchy during the 

interviews. For me, unintentional recognition of a hierarchical structure manifested by being 

more nervous to interview certain staff members than others, given their titles and my 

perceptions of them. It was not until I reviewed the audio of the interviews that I was able to 

reflect on how my interactions with different staff members manifested. More pauses were 

present in my interviews with artists, curators, the preparator and conservationist than in my 

conversations with other coordinators, the marketing and public relations staff member, the 

student worker, the registrar and security. I made a note in my research journal that I felt more 

comfortable interviewing the staff members I interfaced with more often as part of my job and 

who I perceived as peers rather than colleagues. This realization led me to consider whether the 

staff members I interviewed were processing the use of my terms (specifically the terms peers, 

colleagues, and museum staff) as interchangeable words or as terms that are embedded with their 

own relational implications. Thus, this note became an emergent delimitation of my study. 
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Finally, I made a note in my research journal that I was surprised when Anne, Esteban 

and Kimball all asked me to discuss my understanding of the terms. This feeling of surprise 

demonstrated how I have embodied or unintentionally accepted the hierarchy at our institution. I 

was surprised that these three individuals were interested in hearing my opinions. These feelings 

and reactions reflect Foucault’s (1980) belief that spaces are enmeshed in power structures and 

these power structures need to be considered when unpacking spaces. He wrote: 

A whole history remains to be written of spaces---which at the same time would be the 

history of powers (both terms in the plural)—from the great strategies to geopolitics to 

the little tactics of habitat, institutional architecture from the classroom to the design of 

hospitals, passing via economic and political installations (cited in Löw, 2016, p. 139). 

I used myself as an example during the focus group to showcase to curators a new 

museum professional’s perception of their role as having the final say in the design of 

exhibitions, an idea that emerged in the one-on-one interviews but that was not shared in the 

focus groups. Using phrases such as, “from my perspective in my role” or “from what I have 

read in my studies,” my aim was to pursue a potential conversation and address roles of power 

within our own institution in a manner that pre-emptively diffused potential contention amongst 

my colleagues.  

 While it is clear that power dynamics impact the creation of physical mental and social 

space, the fact that the museum was receptive to letting me conduct my research project implies 

an openness to reconsidering staff dynamics and a respect for my growing expertise. These 

realizations demonstrated to me the complexity and flexibility of the power dynamics at the 

museum. 
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Sub-Question One: Indicators of Internal Dialogue 

What indicators of internal dialogue are revealed in this exploration? 
 
By indicators of internal dialogue, I mean the actions or themes that were presented in the 

interviews that demonstrated staff members’ active or passive reflections on the concepts being 

discussed. The three main ideas that surfaced were: (a) inherent and implied power in staff roles, 

(b) the demonstrated and assumed power of different roles in one or more of the three spatial 

tenets, and (c) the variance in how interviewees considered and defined the museum visitor. 

Power in roles  

Power is both implied and constructed. Clark’s earlier comment, in Chapter 4, that he 

finds people he likes to work with and that he feels comfortable using other staff members to 

deconstruct traditional museum space demonstrated the inherent power that comes with the role 

of curator.  

While Clark and Raquel see their actions as collaboration and stated their intent as being 

to get assistance from a colleague because of their interests, roles or expertise, they did not 

express that they recognize that they are able to choose who they work with and request help 

from other departments, partially because their titles as curators have an implied historicity in the 

museum sector. Moreover, curators, excluding Raquel, primarily considered collaboration and 

co-creation as tools that they use in their relationships with artists, not other internal staff 

members. Other staff members, however, considered these terms in regard to their internal 

relationships with other museum staff and related to facilitating the vision of the artist and 

curator and noted that some power exists in roles because of the historical implication of titles. 

That is curators and artists are considered rarified titles allowing them to demonstrate power in 

space more easily. César’s communicated the his perceived power of the artist when he 
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discussed the fact the SEA artists are making education a more socially acceptable practice in 

museums for curators because they are incorporating “educational” components into their 

practice. The power dynamics at CUAM, both intentional and unintentional, greatly impacted the 

responses of my peers and myself reinforcing the hierarchy of roles. 

Different roles are more present in different spaces  

Another indicator of internal dialogue was the fact that in one-on-one interviews, staff 

members were able to place their peers’ roles in one of the three tenets of space when asked to 

with ease as was demonstrated in the comments from Lillie and Marie on page 151. James 

shared, “I mean, job duties and job descriptions, like it's there. It's obviously what space they 

occupy” (Focus group one transcription, p. 9). This dissection of space and roles changed after 

the focus groups were conducted, concluding that all members of staff are present in the three 

spatial tenets mentioned in our institution. It was also concluded in the final member check that 

roles in the museum have a varying amount of implicit power in the different spaces because of 

dynamics that are supported by the museums internal structure and the history or 

institutionalized aspect of certain titles. 

Varied museum visitor definitions  

The fact that all staff members considered the museum visitor in regard to my research 

questions, as mentioned earlier, is significant as a reflection of the current trend to be visitor-

focused in museum practice. The variance in how participants defined the visitor during their 

one-on-one interviews versus the focus groups indicated a split in desire to define or not define 

the museum’s visitor. While a defined understanding of our visitor would help to direct 

programming and the pursuit of funding, the trend for museums to be inclusive makes the task of 
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defining visitors feel inherently exclusory, leaving the museum to operate in an unsteady in-

between state. In my final member check I concluded the following:  

We do not have a consistent or established definition of our museum visitor. However, 

we do aim to focus on members of the CUAM community. Our multiple physical 

locations allow us/ encourage us to pursue cultivating relationships with different 

demographics; although these demographics are also undefined. Having a definition of 

our visitor population, overall, is seen as something that would restrict our ability to be 

flexible in our exhibition planning process (Final member check, 2017). 

Only Norm and Lille responded to my member check. They both shared that they agreed 

with all aspects of the member-check, excluding my concluding thoughts on defining the visitor. 

They expressed the belief that having a shared definition of the visitor is a “important.” To me, 

this indicated another desire for a structured understanding of not just the roles at the museum, 

but also the demographic that these roles are aiming to serve. I will address that issue with my 

strategic plan in Chapter 6. 

 The focus on visitor experience mirrors the changes in museum values discussed in 

Chapter 2, specifically regarding the new roles of the museum as a space for visitor experience 

and education. 

Sub-Question Two: Staff Understanding of Physical, Mental and Social Space 

What do these conversations uncover about staff understanding(s) of the spaces 
that they work in as relational? 
 
At the end of our conversations, staff understood these three spaces to be complex, fluid 

entities that influenced and were influenced by one another. However, interviewees were still 

able to define discrete aspects of the museum’s physical, mental and social space and assign 

different roles as having more power or control of the three spaces (see Figure 14). Power was a 
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result of both observed and assumed presence in the space. This power, as mentioned earlier in 

this chapter, was also framed by an individuals’ title, that title’s cultural historicity and the 

individuals’ length of employment at the museum. 

Physical space 

The conversations revealed the following information about interviewees’ understanding 

of physical space. First, that the function of physical space within the museum context is to 

house artworks and to create tangible exhibition spaces. Consistent themes/points that emerged 

during conversations about physical space are listed below. 

• Physical space sets the scene for visitors’ experiences in the museum. 

• Physical space may require some decoding by visitors. 

• Physical space is the manifestation of a curator or artist’s idea. 

The conversations revealed that participants see particular roles as having power in the 

physical space. The positions identified as most powerful (arranged here from most perceived 

power to least perceived power) are: (a) preparators, (b) visitors, (c) the registrar, (d) security, 

and (e) everyone. These responses supported the significance of a museum’s physical space in 

terms of visitor experience as was discussed in Chapter 2. The responses from these 

conversations strengthen Falk and Dierking’s (2000) assertion that, “When people are asked to 

recall their museum experiences, whether a day or two later or after twenty or thirty years, the 

most frequently recalled and persistent aspects relate to the physical context” (p. 53).  

However, these assertions, when applied to the context of this particular museum, 

revealed a potential hurdle for museum visitors. The fact that the museum has multiple discrete 

physical locations adds to the complexity and difficulty that new and repeat visitors face when 

they decide to visit the museum. So, although the museum prides itself on having various 
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physical locations and considers them vehicles for serving a greater population, in reality, 

because of the lack of staffing and inconsistent understanding of the museum visitors, the three 

different physical locations become an issue of accessibility and add to the issues the museum 

should consider when creating programming. 

Mental space 

The conversations revealed the following information about participants’ understanding 

of mental space. First, that the function of mental space within the museum context is to create 

an inclusive narrative that can be used by visitors as an access point to an “experience” inspired 

by the museum’s content. The themes and points listed below consistently emerged during 

conversations about mental space. 

• Social space and mental space work together and are performed in physical space. In 

other words, you need mental space to create social space. 

• Some roles have more power in how mental space is translated because of their job 

titles and the perceived expectations of those roles/titles. 

• Mental space can exist without physical and social space. 

Participants once again identified particular roles as having more power in determining 

mental space. Curators were identified most frequently, followed by artists and then by everyone. 

The responses and conclusions for mental space, reflect Löw’s (2006; 2008; 2016) and 

Bourdieu’s (1971) beliefs that mental space is dominated by those who have access to or 

experience with cultural capital. In the context of museums, that individual is usually the curator. 

However, the fact that this museum is a contemporary art museum and that many of the story 

supporters or junior staff have experience in the arts sector as well, either because of personal 

interest or because of the professional practice that was a requirement for their degree programs, 
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this dynamic became blurred. Two of the curators, César and Clark, stated the museum’s goals to 

be: “an alternative source of [contemporary] news” (César focus group one transcription, p. 12) 

and to be “a laboratory to integrate and utilize the firehose [plethora] of resources at [the 

university]” (Clark transcription, p. 9). From my perspective as a museum educator, then, I 

would contend that support staff, if interested, should be included more often and more 

significantly in the curatorial process by creating a system for internal exhibition design structure 

that recognizes collaborators and co-creators. This approach to exhibition design does not need 

to be the model for all exhibitions, but I believe that tapping into staff skill sets that either fall 

outside defined role or are not present because the professional role is ill-defined could deepen 

the museum’s ability to function as a laboratory or innovative institution. I also believe that in 

order to achieve this dynamic an internal structure, for example, form for strategic planning and 

mapping of exhibitions could be beneficial to the museum. I will further discuss what I believe 

this plan could look like in Chapter 6.  

The sentiment – of what could happen to exhibition conceptualization, implementation 

and reflection if museum staff considered untapped pools of knowledge or asked internal 

museum professionals to share their specialties that fell outside of the roles associated with their 

titles was synthesized by an excerpt from a conversation Sabri and Anne had during their focus 

group. 

Sabri: This comes from my own bias, right, and my own ideas about knowledge and how 

traditions within certain disciplines or institutions might keep us from knowing or owning 

what we know, right?  I mean, by mixing up the dynamic you’re kind of asking the 

question what knowledge was within the institution but doesn’t participate in certain 
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conversations or decisions because it’s not traditional for someone within X, Y, Z role to 

have a stake or a voice… 

Anne: That’s exactly it (Focus group two transcription, pp. 13-14). 

That said, how would mental space change if we reconsidered roles given the framework I 

provided as a researcher? And how would this impact the other spatial tenets that are inextricably 

linked to mental space? Finally, how and when should we access these untapped pools of 

knowledge, and what is the purpose of doing so? All these ponderings as well as the other gaps 

discussed in this chapter served as inspiration for the strategic plan discussed in Chapter 6.   

Social space  

The conversations revealed the following information about staff members’ 

understanding of social space. First, the function of social space within the museum context is to 

create/reflect a relational experience between the museum’s content and the visitor. Consistent 

themes that emerged during conversations about social space are listed below. 

• Social space requires a sense of comfort and familiarity for users. 

• Social space is community focused. 

• Social space can exist without physical space. 

• Social space cannot exist without mental space. 

Participants identified the following roles as having power in social space: the visitor, the 

education department, student workers, and everyone. These interpretations of social space 

support my theoretical framework that treats social space as an experiential process and as of 

increasing current interest in visitor service studies. These conclusions also support Löw’s (2006; 

2008; 2016) understanding that people act as social agents in space and that space is the 

relational arrangement of living beings and social goods. For Löw (2006; 2008; 2016), social 
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goods are primarily material goods – i.e., goods with dimension and primarily symbolic goods 

such as learned traits or ephemeral actions. Löw (2016) also asserted: 

The designation ‘primarily’ indicates that social goods are never only material or 

symbolic, but rather exhibit both components, though according to the action being 

performed, one component will come more strongly to the fore…goods are arranged in 

accordance with their property as material goods, but these arrangements can only be 

understood when the symbolic properties of social goods are deciphered (p. 130). 

Löw (2016) went on to assert that social goods are not passive objects, but have an 

“external effectuality” (p. 132). Put another way, Löw (2016) understands that inanimate objects 

impact the construction of space and an individual’s experience within that space. Members of 

the museum believe that individuals can have a social experience with exhibitions or with art 

objects because of object agency – the idea that an object can represent an idea, emotion or 

person. As James stated in Chapter 4, “I don’t think you need another person to have a social 

experience in a museum. Objects have their own agency so you, or I feel like some people, those 

interested in art, can have a social experience with an object” (Focus group one transcription, p. 

11). Figure 14 below provides a graphic depiction of the social tenets of the museum that was the 

focus of this research. To clarify, “everyone” in the diagram refers to staff, institution, visitors 

and other stakeholders.  
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Intersections  

Interviewees concluded that the three aspects of space are considered by all staff, 

although some staff have the final say in certain areas given their titles and the hierarchical 

structure of the museum. This idea of a hierarchical structure presented in the conversations is 

similar to Löw’s (2016) understanding of structures as “an isolated set of rules and resources, for 

example legal, economic, political, spatial and temporal structures” (pp. 143-143). For Löw 

(2016), “structure designates the entirety of various structures” (p. 142). That is, in the context of 

this research, the structure of the museum is made up of various structures, including:  

• funding sources, 

Figure 12. Diagram of spatial tenets and roles with power in spaces at the museum 
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• political climate, 

• internal staffing relationships, and 

• external staffing relationships.  

All of these categories should be considered on multiple levels in order to understand the 

complexities of the structure and to comprehend the entire mechanistic and organic operations of 

the museum. Additionally, my peers and I discussed the museum as being both an institution in 

and of itself and also being tied to the institution that is the university. These understandings 

strengthen Löw’s (2016) belief that “structures are entrenched in institutions. Institutions are 

enduring regularities of social action” (p. 143). As Love’s (2012), Löw’s (2006; 2008; 2016) and 

Gidden’s (1984) discussions reveal, museums are both: institutionalized spaces and heterotopias 

of time. Löw (2016) cites Giddens (1984) as saying that “institutions are the more enduring 

features of social life. Institutions are structures lastingly reproduced in routine” (p. 139). And 

according to Löw (2016) and Love (2012), museums are heterotopias of time because they offer 

a space for the other. As Löw (2016) asserts, museums “create a space of illusion and 

compensation” (p. 140). This means that museums are institutionalized heterotopias or 

institutionalized spaces of illusion and compensation (as Löw, 2016, paraphrased Bourdieu as 

saying). For me, this understanding of the museum is most perplexing, especially within the 

context of a contemporary university art museum with a to be a meeting point for the museum’s 

community members to explore the ideas showcased in exhibitions. The mission is supported via 

the museum’s collections, guest artists and programming.  

This understanding also reflected the inherent objectification that occurs in museum 

culture. By arranging objects in a physical space, the museum is creating a space that provides an 

alternative to an individual’s everyday routine, an activity that museum staff members see as 
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harboring a chance for a new or educative experience for the visitor. However, existing as an 

alternative space simultaneously makes decoding content and structures difficult for individuals 

who have not been exposed to that content or those structures in the past. This idea was reflected 

when the museum’s staff found defining and discussing the museum visitor difficult. First, they 

considered those visitors who are already familiar with the codes and structures of the museum, 

and then proceed to consider the other. Practically, this approach and categorization of visitors 

makes sense as it makes defining and managing the idea of the visitor easier. However, when the 

museum specifically aims to create a place for multiple ideas and perspectives to be discussed 

among demographically diverse agents and explicitly intends for its space to be inclusive of a 

broad range of individuals, it could be seen as problematic to section visitors into categories and 

focus on one designation.  

I would argue that an institution cannot create a space for a visitor without defining the 

visitor. However, when the social role of the museum has shifted to one that aims to offer an 

alternative space and respect multiple narratives, it would be difficult for museum staff to 

effectively define and strategically plan programming with such an opaque understanding of the 

museum visitor. This issue is one that can be brought forward for future exploration. This issue is 

an example of the tumultuous relationship between theory and practice. Theory permits us to be 

reflective and to consider the macro scope of the structures we exist within while practice 

encourages us to exist and perform in the social and temporal spaces of our everyday. It is when 

they consider these two modes of being or ways of working that museum professionals can begin 

to think critically about their constitution of space. Once we recognize the power structures 

specific to our situation, we are able to deviate from our everyday norms and routines to create 
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an opportunity for change by assuming a position of “otherness” within our own structure. 

According to Löw (2016), change: 

… is initially a deviation from rules, but does not weaken the structures that are 

recursively reproduced in routines. But when the deviations and new creations become 

regular, and when they do not take place individually, but rather collectively with appeal 

to relevant rules and resources, then changes to institutionalized space and subsequent 

structural changes are possible. And at the same time the process begins anew because 

regular deviations themselves become routines. That is, institutionalized spaces can be 

created that are not (or not yet) in harmony with social structures (p. 156). 

Löw’s (2016) above comment offers a strategy for museum professionals to view and perhaps 

alter their own practice and also reflects the current status of museums as institutions in general. 

As noted in Chapter 2, museums as institutionalized spaces have reached a moment where 

change is happening. They are no longer heterotopias of time, projecting a single narrative, but 

rather are becoming reflexive institutions and shedding their label as illusory and compensatory 

heterotopias. 

Sub-Question Three: Staff Understanding of Collaboration and Co-creation  

What ideas regarding possible change for the museum’s approach to 
collaborative and co-creative museum exhibition design arise? 
 

Collaboration  

Collaboration was summarized in the data with the definitions and explanations listed 

below. 

1. Collaboration is a necessary aspect of all internal museum staff roles in the museum. 

That is, it is assumed/expected that staff members will collaborate, sometimes 

without an invitation, because of size of institution. 
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2. Collaboration is a dynamic where one role/person has the final say in the decision-

making process (see Figure 13). 

This shared understanding of collaboration represents one of the structures of which the 

museum is comprised and reflects the current trend of collaboration as a buzzword that 

permeates community relationships as well as internal staff relationships. This reflects a cultural 

shift of the ways in which museums are functioning as institutions. These terms, which Simon 

(2010) considered in regard to community programming, exist in internal relationships as well in 

the larger museum sector narrative. Referring to co-creation and collaboration, Anne stated the 

following in the focus group: 

You know, I can’t help thinking about some of the debates that I’ve had with groups 

about social practice and socially engaged work when I think about collaboration and co-

creation.  And since as an institution we have had a focus on socially engaged work and 

we feel that that work has impacted our process and approach I think it’s relevant here.  

Which is I think often there is conversation about with social practice is it collaboration 

or co-creation.  So, is it the artist with an idea leading a project, addressing an issue 

perhaps or a space or environment or context and then inviting people to join them in that 

process or is it an artist coming to a space and developing that idea sort of from start to 

finish with a community or a set of people?  And I guess I’ve seen be successful and I 

think they are different but I think they can co-exist successfully. (Focus group two 

transcription, p. 6). 

Anne’s quote expresses a need for fluidity of understanding these terms in order to use 

them successfully as well as the necessary elements or structures required to work co-creatively 

or collaboratively. However, the museum’s established understandings of these terms also 
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represents a point of contention within the institution regarding internal power that I will address 

in Chapter 6. 

Co-creation  

Co-creation and its components were collectively understood and characterized in the 

analysis of the data as: 

• requiring an invitation from one party to another; 

• a democratic process; 

• the manifestation of a hybridized idea and/or creative process; 

• a dynamic where ownership/authorship is shared; and 

• a dynamic in which successes and failures are shared.  

This understanding of co-creation also represents one of the structures present at the 

museum. Co-creation is a process that exists in the museum and that works to create the 

museum’s entire structure or image. This understanding applies the co-creation to internal staff 

dynamics, but not to the relationships between museum staff members and external groups, as 

was noted in Simon’s (2010) definition of space. The figure below provides a visual 

representation of the aspects of co-creation and collaboration at the museum. 
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No conscious consideration  

Our conversations also concluded that, as an institution, the museum does not 

consciously pursue co-creative and collaborative projects with community members. The 

conversations also noted the shared beliefs regarding the implicit power that certain roles/titles of 

positions have that is exercised in co-creation and collaboration efforts. The fact that the museum 

does not consciously pursue co-creative and collaborative projects created a sense of confusion 

for me. As a self-identified museum educator, this represented a disconnect between the 

literature I have read as a student and the practical application (or lack of practical application) of 

these concepts. That being said, many of the projects discussed by curators and other museum 

staff members during the interviews had co-creative and collaborative elements to them, 

particularly those projects that occurred as a result of the museum’s artist-in-residence program. 

As a researcher, this could signify that co-creative and collaborative practices are beginning to be 

embedded into curatorial practices and exhibition design. This possibility reflects the potential 

that the museum is deviating from its traditional past and structures.  

Figure 13. Aspects of co-creation and collaboration at CUAM 



 200 

I would also argue that while the museum’s exhibitions are socially focused, the museum 

is not operating currently in a fully socially responsible manner because we do not have 

structures in place that allow us to be a reflexive institution. We do not demonstrate Janes’ 

(2007) four tenets of socially responsible museums listed here. These techniques are applicable 

to all museums and demonstrate the level of thought that all museums should enact in their 

practice. 

1. Idealism: being proactive about current issues which are pertinent to the museum’s 

communities. 

2. Intimacy: the level of communication and quality of contact a museum has with its 

visitors and how it aims to create an open dialogue. 

3. Depth: investing time and resources into developing relationships with museum 

visitors/ unrepresented demographics (or understanding the micro/mezzo position of 

the museum). 

4. Interconnectedness: understanding that museum visitors are complex/multifaceted 

beings (spiritually, and in terms of inter/intra personal relationships). 

In reference to Janes’ (2007) aspects of a socially responsible museum, the museum 

definitely operates with a sense of idealism. However, the other three aspects of a socially 

responsible museum could be more clearly defined, communicated and assessed, as was 

demonstrated in the above discussion. I would also argue that Janes’ (2007) parameters for a 

socially responsible museum lack one critical requirement – the need for museums to have a 

solid understanding of their internal ecosystem in order to effectively program. A requirement 

that my research demonstrates, when lacking, creates gaps in internal communication and 

inhibits the progression of an institution’s vision. 
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Put another way, the museum as an institution is either not yet aligned with current social 

structures or cannot align with current social structures because of its connection with a 

university institution that does not support our existence as a reflexive institution. This makes me 

wonder whether the changes within the museum are a result of a conscious effort and access to 

relevant roles and resources, or whether the changes are reactions to a larger cultural shift in the 

contemporary role of museums. Or it may be the case, as Löw (2016) posits, “institutionalized 

spaces can be created that are not (or not yet) in harmony with social structures (p. 221). 

While aspects of reflexive practice surfaced at different points in this research process, 

minimal systems of structure currently exist at the museum to ensure that we operate in a socially 

engaged or responsible manner, as is the goal of our mission.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed major findings of the study in response to my research 

question and based on my data analysis and interpretation. Using excerpts from interviews, from 

the literature reviewed in Chapter 2, and concepts from my theoretical framework, I described 

what I interpreted in the data from my positionality. Therefore, the findings and interpretation of 

this study do not represent a singular and comprehensive truth; rather, they represent my truth 

based on my experiences and reflections.  

As a student of museum education, I had learnt that the museum is not a neutral space, in 

consideration of its programing, and hence from a perspective that looked outwards to the 

visiting publics and the artwork the museum showcased and educated about. In writing this 

chapter that perspective got turned inwards towards the museum itself. I discovered that museum 

space is not neutral, as a concept that necessitates shared visioning by the museum’s internal 

staff about what they collectively want the space to convey to visitors in terms of mental, 
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physical and social experiences. I also discovered that despite the internal recognition that all 

roles wear multiple hats, the fact remains that a lack of open communication, clear role 

definition, and recognition of staffs’ talents and contributions can blur issues of accountability 

and ownership, impair functioning, and cause museum staff to sustain an unclear identity. With 

this in mind, I will use Chapter 6 to present the gaps I identified that the museum could address 

in order to continue to become an even more socially responsible institution. I will also present 

some strategies for new museum educators, specifically the use of planning forms to ensure they 

establish an understanding of their roles within the context of their institutions and remain 

reflective of their roles and their practice.  
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CHAPTER 6: Implications and Further Research 

I just want this to mean something. To be helpful in some way (Research Journal, 

2017). 

Introduction 

This dissertation explores my experiences of learning more about what it means to apply 

theoretical concepts to a real-world work environment – in this case, about the museum I work 

for, from my perspective as a new museum professional. In this case study, I used auto-

ethnographic methods to construct conversations between myself and my colleagues. These were 

centered in three identified/hybridized concepts of space: mental, physical, and social space. 

They were also focused on two terms that I, as a museum educator, understand as integral to 

understanding museum education and museum practice today: collaboration and co-creation.  

In Chapter 5, I shared the connections I made between themes that emerged from my 

analysis of the data presented in Chapter 4 and from the review of existing literature presented in 

Chapter 2. In doing so, I was able to interpret the understandings of the museum staff members 

regarding co-creation and collaboration as concepts that are flexible and applicable to internal 

staff dynamics and visitor programming. I identified three primary themes in regard to how the 

museum functions as an institutionalized space: (a) ideas of relational space, (b) power in space, 

and (c) parameters of change from institutionalized spaces. These findings exhibit the complex 

reality that both novice and veteran museum professionals face when trying to navigate their own 

roles and their understandings of the roles of their peers within an institutionalized space that is 

in transition both internally and publicly. 

These findings reflect one reality of how a particular museum’s internal staff understands 

collaboration and co-creation and how those understandings impact exhibition planning, 
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education planning, and internal communications. At the same time, these findings showcase the 

gaps that emerges when strategic planning and shared understandings of roles and institutional 

practice are not openly apparent within internal staffing structures. A lack of communal 

understanding of roles and power, of institutional mission, and of work recognition impacts an 

institution’s overall mission and practice. 

With these findings and self-revelations as my inspiration, the purpose of this chapter 

becomes manifold. First, I aim to remain reflexive as I discuss how my positionality was 

changed as a result of my dissertation process and as I discuss the three assumptions I had to 

reimagine upon completion of my research. Second, present the primary gaps that emerged in my 

research that are relevant to my research questions and desire to better understand my role and 

increase productivity as a museum professional and museum educator. Third, I provide 

suggestions for novice museum educators who have an interest in working within a university 

museum setting. Fourth, I share further general suggests for museum professionals. The aim with 

these suggestions is to examine the idea of museum educators as potential leaders within the 

museum structure. And finally, I conclude by once more looking at the larger picture and to the 

future of my own professional career by providing suggestions for further research in the art 

museum/art education sector in this arena.  

Implications 

Personal 

The first implication of this study I will discuss concerns how the research process 

impacted by positionality and perspective, given my position as a self-identified novice in the 

museum field. The conversations I had with my colleagues and peers, as well as my moments of 
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self-reflection in my research journal, allowed me to confront some of my own assumptions 

about the roles of museum professionals within the context of exhibition design. 

Assumption one: curators and artists. The first assumption that this research allowed 

me to address was my belief that the voices of the curator and artist are privileged within an 

exhibition setting and within the museum’s mental space. In the case of this museum, the 

majority of the staff recognizes and accepts this hierarchical dynamic because it supports the 

overall mission and vision of the curators. Contention arises when staff members feel curators 

are not considering necessary aspects of an exhibition or when staff feel that their suggestions 

are not validated internally or credited internally or externally for their contributions to an 

exhibition. I concluded that tension is fostered by the fact that minimal parameters exist among 

museum staff for outlining a communally understood criteria for exhibitions – the vision, the 

exhibit’s relation to the museum’s mission, and anticipated visitor impact, for example.  

Assumption two: shared vocabulary. The second assumption I was directed to 

reconsider as an outcome of my research was my belief that because of the socially engaged 

focus I encountered in my textbooks and coursework, these terms would easily present 

themselves in my workplace. That is, I assumed that all staff members at the museum would 

have a personally developed understanding of the selected terms and concepts that we discussed 

in the interviews and focus groups. What was uncovered during the interviews was a need for 

me, as the researcher, to provide participants with my understanding of these terms in order to 

situate the terms and create a dialogue. This led me to conclude two things: (a) that although it is 

important to be up to date on contemporary literature and vocabulary for one’s professional 

discipline, it is equally important for a museum staff to have a shared understanding of terms and 

their practice for clear communication; and (b) that staff members can use information or 
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practice in ways that I would consider to be co-creative and collaborative without consciously 

considering those terms. Whether those terms coincide with the vocabulary of contemporary 

literature is secondary to a staff having a shared understanding of their projects. And staff 

members may identify tasks associated with their roles as being co-creative, collaborative or 

existing in mental, physical, social space, while working in a way that I might have defined as 

perpetuating the hierarchical model of curators and artists maintaining authority in the exhibition 

space.  

Assumption three: titles outline roles. The third assumption that emerged during this 

project also stemmed from my background as a perpetual student. I assumed that staff members’ 

titles: (a) dictated the tasks they were responsible for, and (b) were uniformly understood by all 

staff members. However, reflecting on my own title and the titles of other junior staff, as well as 

the common theme that staff members of the museum have to wear many hats and fill many 

roles, I realized that the tasks associated with roles varied. As was demonstrated in our 

conversations, the historicity of certain roles (curators, artists, the conservator and the registrar, 

for example) made it easier for staff to outline what their peers did, although power discrepancies 

still emerged because roles became rarified. However, the newer roles were more difficult to 

define, as were the tasks associated with those roles. These findings led me to conclude that staff 

members should have a clear understanding of their roles and the roles of their peers both in 

general terms and also during specific projects. Moreover, these roles should be reviewed 

annually by the team as a whole, in order to ensure a sense of stability and consistency for 

museum employees. 

As a researcher, these emergent assumptions and my opinions of them have been altered 

by the dissertation process. The conversations, realizations, and reflections that transpired 
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throughout the process served to remind me of the need for practical strategies that address how 

internal museum staff members can operate in a socially engaged manner. This research reveals 

the museum’s focus on the museum visitor and the desire for museums to facilitate exhibitions 

that expand their archaic role. Bishop (2012) discusses this changing role of museum visitors in 

the west as a result of neo-liberal governments. In the following excerpt, she states: 

As the [political] ground has shifted over the course of the twentieth century, so the 

identity of participants has been reimagined at each historical moment: from a crowd 

(1910s), to the masses (1920s), to the people (late 1960s/1970s) to the excluded (1980s), 

to community (1990s), to today’s volunteers whose participation is continuous with the 

culture of reality television and social media networking (p. 277). 

For Bishop, the change in visitor expectations, coupled with the cultural trend in the art 

and the museum sector that emerged in the 1990’s placing the terms “critical” and “political” as 

markers of “advanced art,” has led to a grey, unproductive in-between ground in the museum 

sector – an area in which museums and artists do not fully understand their roles, and an in-

between state to which all museums are susceptible. In this in-between, Bishop (2012) notes, 

artists and museums feel the need or state the desire to act as “new models of social and political 

organization – a task that they are not always best equipped to undertake” (p. 284). This idea is 

echoed in the museum’s own vague mission and its inconsistent understanding of its visitors. 

Moreover, the focus of participatory art as a way to deconstruct a metanarrative (like the role of 

museums) is an oversimplification of the process. Often times, artists and museum professionals 

use the term “participatory art” to create projects that either offer little actual engagement for the 

visitor or exploit participants as free labor and lack both a “social and artistic target” (Bishop, 

2012, p. 284). For Bishop (2012), participatory art is not tied to a strong political agenda, nor is it 
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deeply connected to the development of an aesthetic that weakens the potential for the meaning 

and aesthetic of the art to act as a spectacle and instill change on a social level. These sentiments 

resonate with my own research and help to unveil the larger social and political agendas that 

frame the perceived expectation and work of many museum, including this one. Bishop (2012) 

suggests that to remedy this current dilemma:  

We need to recognize art as a form of experimental activity overlapping with world, 

whose negativity may lend support towards a political project (without bearing the sole 

responsibility for devising and implementing it), and—more radically—we need to 

support the progressive transformation of existing institutions through the transversal 

encroachment of ideas whose boldness is related to (and at times greater than) that of 

artistic imagination (p. 284). 

Put another way, in application to my research, as proponents of a macro structure—the 

museum sector—staff members at the museum need to be critically aware of the nuanced aspects 

of our practice if we wish to enact our vision. Museum, as institutions, exist in an in-between and 

as heterotopias of time. With this in mind, I support Ranciere’s (2012) assertion that the aesthetic 

aspect of art is “constitutively contradictory, shuttling between autonomy and heteronomy” (p. 

278), requiring a space where “art and the social are not be reconciled, but sustained in continual 

tension” (p. 278). I view this tension as the replicative role of museums and art and as something 

that should be reflected on by all internal museum staff members. I support Bishop’s (2012) 

assertion that museums and artists feel the need to create works that are socially engaged, 

socially responsible, visitor focused, and participatory. These terms surfaced repeatedly during 

my literature review and in my studies. However, as was demonstrated in this dissertation, an 

inconsistent understanding of how to manifest these terms and in some cases assuming roles that 
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we are not equipped to play impacts the efficacy of an institution and its ability to practice in a 

socially responsible manner.  

Stating Primary Gaps 

The three primary gaps that emerged in regard to this museum’s internal communication 

and creation of space and that impacted its practice were: (a) an inconsistent understanding or 

definition of the museum’s visitor, (b) vague understandings of staff roles and power, and (c) 

feelings of being voiceless or unrecognized for contributions to the creation of an exhibition. As 

discussed above, these gaps also acted as realizations that encouraged me to address some of my 

own unrecognized assumptions regarding museum exhibitions and the internal dynamics of 

museums. Personally, addressing these gaps allowed me to examine my findings as a museum 

educator and examine museum educators as potential leaders/ leadership by viewing the museum 

and museum staff members, and staff members relationships from this new perspective of 

potential productivity and leadership. 

Research Journal, 10/27/17 

Remember, I am a social agent. There are story makers and story supporters, but no one tells 

you that. It must be implied. They tell you we are for the visitor, but who is that? It must be 

implied. They say we all exist in the same space, but no one tells you who has the power. It 

must be implied.  

Implications leave gaps. Multiple hats cascade off of one head.  But it’s okay because we see 

the potential in the content. We house some SEAs, without realizing that the visitor may be 

unable to swim.  
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Vague understanding of the definition of visitor 

As was discussed in Chapter 2, modern and contemporary museum studies literature 

promotes the idea that museums operate in a visitor-focused manner, both in terms of operations 

and in terms of exhibition design. In The Manual of Museum Exhibitions (Lord & Lord, 2002) 

Dustin Grewcock (2002) asserts this shift when he states:  

The ultimate power of understanding a museum exhibition lies with the user, or visitor. 

As a consequence of this, exhibitions that have not realized the contribution made by the 

user to the process of communication risk failure (p. 44). 

The visitor and how he or she synthesizes and experiences the museum is a primary focus 

in museum practice. The notion of the curator or artist communicating an absolute truth is no 

longer stated as the cornerstone of museums, a shift that was communicated during my 

interviews and focus group discussions. The concluding thought from the groups discussions 

suggested that the definition of the museum’s visitor is fluid and flexible because of the 

multifaceted role of the museum as an inclusive institution. As a result, there was variance in the 

museum’s definition of a visitor, impacting how staff plan and support exhibitions and impacting 

education programming. The flexible understanding of who visitors are also created a hierarchy 

between which type of visitor different staff members took into consideration in their roles at the 

museum and during exhibition planning. For example, César sharing that he first considered 

visitors who were “interested in art” in his practice (Focus group one, 2016, p. 3).  James stated 

that “the museum has to appear to be inclusive to the public, but because of funding and time we 

should be directed in who are visitors are” (Focus group transcription two, p. 10).  As a result, I 

would argue that the interests of particular visitors, specifically those with what César labeled 

“an interest in art,” were prioritized over those of new or underdeveloped visitor groups. This is 
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not to say that the museum consciously excludes or prioritizes certain visitors. Rather, this 

realization highlighted a larger gap that can emerge out of practicality in a medium sized 

museum – that to reach visitors, a small- to medium-sized museum has to prioritize resources 

and staff time, therefore making the consideration of current visitors with an interest in art as the 

understandable priority. The proposed strategic exhibition plan aims to encourage the museum to 

consciously consider other potential visitor types by outlining exhibitions in more detail. 

Staff roles, space, and power 

Discrepancies in tasks associated with staff roles and the understanding of how different 

roles communicate their power in certain spaces was a gap that emerged early in the study. 

Although I recognize that museums are institutionalized spaces and have a long history of being 

hierarchical structures, I would argue that there are strategies that the museum could use on an 

organizational level to help deconstruct this archaic image, for example re-imaging internship 

opportunities; this will be discussed more later in this chapter. Additionally, the museum could 

use a strategic plan that considers the elements necessary to create a socially responsible 

institution. Reviewing the gaps in staff roles and power also led to the conclusion that the power 

performed or present in the three tenets of space discussed – namely mental, physical, and social 

space – are associated with discrete staff roles and with the anticipation of the visitors’ role. This 

power is consciously and unconsciously perpetuated and accepted by staff on a structural level. 

Also, while certain roles may have more power in certain spaces, all roles must consider the 

three outlined spaces as they inherently intersect. 

Lack of staff recognition 

While staff either directly or indirectly supported the museums current hierarchical 

structure, there was a clear desire from non-curatorial staff to be given the opportunity to either 
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share their opinion in regard to exhibition planning or receive recognition internally or publicly 

for the contributions they made toward actualizing an exhibition. As Esteban shared, “I don’t 

need the public to know. But internally, yeah it would be nice if people realized my suggestions 

offered the best options to a given problem” (Esteban transcription, p. 7). Sabri astutely shared in 

the focus group that she thought my research discussions were about the “untapped pools” of 

skill or knowledge that exist within our internal staff. In other words, what would our practice 

look like if we used skillsets of staff members that were not listed and were not assumed to be a 

part of their roles? To act in this manner would require an openness from staff members to both 

recognize and relinquish some of their power in certain spatial areas of the museum. As a 

researcher and junior staff member, I am intrigued with the possibilities of whether and how our 

practice would change if we reimagined aspects of our internal dynamics. However, I also 

recognize and respect the fact that my colleagues chose their careers because of their own 

interests. Thus, to initiate a re-evaluation or reflection of staff roles would require many 

conversations and compromises before being enacted. 

Strategic Suggestions for New Museum Professionals 

In order to address the three aforementioned gaps, I recommend that novice museum 

professionals implement a two-tiered exhibition focused plan. When applied to my role at the 

museum, the plan is designed around the aforementioned gaps in power and space as well as the 

museum’s desire to be a productive space or meeting point for the exchange of a diverse set of 

ideas. I interpreted the museum’s mission and the data collected in my research as representing a 

desire on the part of the museum’s internal staff to function as what Janes (2007) termed socially 

responsible – a museum that considers and implements Janes’ (2007) four aspects of a socially 

responsible museum. While Janes’ (2007) four facets of socially responsible museums – 
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idealism, intimacy, depth, and interconnectedness – focus on the museum visitor dynamic, I 

would add a fifth element to this list – a focus on the museum’s internal staff. Janes (2007), as 

well as other authors reviewed in Chapter 2, either do not address the internal dynamics of 

museum staff or they approach internal staff dynamics from a formulaic and managerial 

standpoint. These approaches lack qualitative evidence and ignore the voices of the museum’s 

internal staff that make up the ubiquitous ideas or structures that are the museum. As a new 

museum professional, I encountered this gap over and over again in my own experience and 

during this research. In order to specifically address and cultivate co-creating and collaborating 

with museum visitors and with the university, I would suggest making edu-curation a mandatory 

exhibition style for at least two exhibitions a year, or one exhibition per academic semester.  

While I strongly believe that an edu-curatorial framework would strengthen the 

museum’s intimacy, depth and interconnectedness, this research process has demonstrated the 

need for me, as a museum professional, to be aware of and respectful of the strengths and 

individual approaches of my peers. While my interests and developing strengths may lie in areas 

like edu-curation, my colleagues have their own interests, strengths, and approaches that add to 

our overall idealism at the museum. They also approach the other proponents of a socially 

responsible museum from a different lens, creating a diversity of ideas that I believe is necessary 

for a contemporary institution. To further my aim of positioning new museum educators for 

optimal productivity within the museum, I suggest a system of orienting them quickly upon their 

arrival at the museum. I suggest that museum staff systematically map internal communications 

and understandings of internal roles as a way of increasing a sense of satisfaction and 

professional reward in the workspace. I also suggest considering the untapped pool of knowledge 
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at the museum by using the matrices shown in Appendices H and I or something similar, with the 

goal of understanding:  

• the museum’s definition of its visitors, 

• the museum’s overall mission, 

• the definitions of each role at the museum in general, 

• other skill sets each staff member feels they have that could be used in the museum, 

and 

• the tasks associated with each role at the museum. 

I would further suggest that they use a matrix such as the one shown in Appendix I to 

create awareness of the types of exhibitions that will occur the following year. The matrix would 

provide an overall view of whether exhibitions planned for the following year fell into particular 

categories, including: artist and curator co-curated shows, curator-led shows, guest-curated 

shows, artist in residence shows, student worker-curated shows, student-curated shows, faculty-

curated shows, exhibitions using the permanent collection, or travelling shows 

Next, I suggest that they plan the exhibition style that each exhibition will use, creating a 

mixture of exhibitions that are co-curated (naming the co-curators), curator-led (naming the 

curator), guest led (naming the guest), or edu-curated. 

The aim of stating the exhibition type and style is to create a space or foundation in 

programming where museum staff can share their input, practically shape the desires and 

expectations for their workload, have adequate representative data when it comes to evaluation 

of collaborative activities across staff job-lines, and be invested in providing visitors with an 

aesthetic and educative experience. Additionally, this would highlight the infiltration of 

education-related tasks across museum staff and could potentially be an advocacy tool for 
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educational museums and for the sustainability of edu-curation as a paradigm. As Ambrose and 

Paine (2012) state: 

There is an increasing expectation that museums will work individually and in 

partnership as catalysts for sustainable development in the areas that they cover. Central 

and local government for example, as agents of economic and social development, spend 

money on museums because they assume that there are tangible benefits from their work 

and, critically, benefits aligned to the core objectives of those agents (p. 365). 

Museums require robust statements for reporting the economic, social, cultural and 

environmental impacts and benefits that they provide and for explaining the methodologies used 

for evaluating those impacts and benefits. Arguments for investments need to be evidence-based 

in order to convince funding agencies and stakeholders to support museums. On a project-based 

level, I suggest that the museum’s education team use a similar system or matrix to plan for 

discrete exhibitions. I have created these forms as examples. The form would come from the 

education team and would ask the exhibition and education teams to respond to the areas listed 

below. 

• Explain how the exhibition aligns with the museum’s overall mission.  

• State which exhibition type is being utilized from the annual strategic plan for 

exhibitions. 

• Explain the staff roles for the proposed exhibition.  

• Explain the level of staff involvement by role for the proposed exhibition. 

• Outline anticipated tasks associated with each role for a proposed exhibition. 

• Define the desired visitor(s). 

• State the forms of evaluation that will be used for the proposed exhibition. 



 216 

These plans would act as honorary contracts, increasing transparency and respect for how 

tasks across museum spaces overlap and are distinct. They would serve as contracts that each 

stakeholder would hold onto during the exhibition process. Creating a paper-trail of an 

exhibition’s conception, implementation and reflection would serve as a vehicle for remaining 

critically reflective of the creative process.  

 From a pragmatic standpoint and to address the reality that all staff members must wear 

multiple hats, I would suggest that the museum consider more projects like Sabri’s, in which 

artists produce work in galleries of the main museum and ceramic center. While the residency 

program is an important aspect of the museum, reducing the footprint of multiple physical 

locations (as described in Chapter 1) would allow the museum to create more targeted 

programming once the parameters for exhibition design and impact were established. It would be 

interesting to see how a reduction in physical space would impact the staff’s understandings of 

mental and social space, would assist in reducing the number of roles internal staff play, and 

would alters their varied definitions of the museum’s visitors, thus allowing for a more targeted 

practice. 

Further Suggestions for New Museum Professionals 

This section contains suggestions for professionals who are new to the museum field or 

interested in conducting a case study of the internal dynamics of a university art museum. I 

developed these suggestions during my dissertation process, and as a result, these suggestions are 

appropriate for those who work in small- to medium-sized university museums. However, 

anyone interested in the exploration of how the internal staff dynamics are impacted by staff 

understanding of roles in regard to exhibition planning would also benefit from these 

suggestions. 
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Define, review and reflect on your practice 

A recurring comment I encountered during my studies, and one that frankly makes me 

bristle, was that I needed more real-world experience. I internalized this feedback to mean that 

my ideas and understandings of the field were not as good or as developed as were the ideas ad 

understandings of those who had held professional titles in the museum sector. I understood the 

comments to mean that the privilege I had of being able to pursue my higher education degrees 

in successive order made me inept and unaware of what it meant to be a professional. From my 

perspective, the multiple internships I have had in museums and art galleries should have been 

sufficient. But my research and my current experience as a museum professional with a paying 

title at the museum have demonstrated that there are certain conversations and aspects of internal 

communication and inner workings that you do not have access to until you have become an 

integral part of a system. Regardless of your intentions and your intelligence, it takes time to 

understand both a system and the overall institution. This is even more prevalent in the museum 

sector, which aims to cultivate a humanistic practice, or a practice based in constructivist 

learning. To do this takes time, patience and the construction of interpersonal and intrapersonal 

relationships with your colleagues and of a developed understanding of the academic field.  

 I have also learned through this process the importance of being able to define one’s role 

and to understand, or be open to understanding, the roles of your peers and how their roles are 

impacted by your roles, and vice versa. These understandings are flexible and must be effectively 

communicated to counteract the assumptions and the positionalities of your peers and colleagues 

that will inevitably shape their understanding of your role. 

 Even if your museum or arts organization does not have a system in place that asks you 

to reflect on your practice, make time to review your practice for yourself and to share your 
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comments and thoughts with your supervisors and colleagues. This practice provides you with a 

tool for re-evaluating your personal understanding of your role and for determining whether and 

how your role aligns with your personal and professional goals. 

Perhaps the most important thing I learned during this process is that museums are 

complex systems and institutions. The internal structures that make up the institution’s space and 

practice require more qualitative research. Individuals who comprise these institutions must 

define, review and reflect on their practice. With those ideas in mind, and remembering one of 

my initial goals to create a dissertation that provided tools for new museum professionals, I 

created the aforementioned templates that individuals can use to enact this practice These tools 

can be used as strategies to understand your new workplace and to identify the ways that you can 

best serve your institution and its stakeholders. 

Future Research 

This process exposed new topics that I would like to examine in the future and suggested 

many avenues for future research. These projects are discussed in the following section. 

Internal museum staff dynamics  

First, to continue to nourish my understanding of internal staff dynamics, I plan to collect 

data on the systems that other museums – particularly those that are similar in staff size and 

content focus – have in place to review and reflect on internal staff dynamics in terms of 

exhibition design. I would also be interested in expanding the pool and survey either to include 

larger contemporary art museums or to include museums with different content focus, inquiring 

into the approaches of those museum regarding the review of the internal dynamics of staff as it 

relates to exhibition design. Similarly, I would like to survey those museums regarding their 

exhibition development process and then use my established definitions of mental, physical, and 
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social space to identify patterns between roles and the spaces in which the power of those roles is 

perceived and demonstrated.  

Training for museum educators  

Targeted undergraduate curriculum for museum studies. To address my own feelings 

of discomfort regarding the process of embracing my museum professional and museum 

educator title, I would also be interested in creating a curriculum for undergraduate students who 

are interested in the museum sector. I envision a hybridized, one-year course aimed at integrating 

more real-world experience into the curriculum of those undergraduate students who are 

interested in the museum and art sector. For the first term, students would follow a macro-based 

curriculum that focused on the history of museums, roles in museums, aspects of space in 

museums, and socially based practice. The second term would require students to intern in a 

department of their choice and to pick one of the four areas of focus in the first semester and 

create a research project combining the two. 

Interdisciplinary museum studies programs. Considering the theme of many hats 

discussed throughout this dissertation, I would be interested in research on interdisciplinary 

programs that require museum studies students to take courses in social and behavioral sciences 

as well as education and the arts or that adapt and create course curriculum at a local university 

in line with this model. As Bishop (2012) discussed, museums and artists have been positioned 

to create new forms of social and political creativity that are community focused. As a result, 

both the aesthetic and social practice aspects of many projects are underdeveloped. Museum 

professionals and artists need to learn where to innovate and where to create partnerships, 

although this is a subjective process.  
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Another area of possible extended research would be surveying national and international 

university programs with a museum-studies focus to examine the primary focus of their 

curriculum and the reasons behind that focus. After identifying that data, comparisons could be 

made on multiple levels, both in terms of course content and in terms of geography. 

New and established museum educators. I would also be interested in a case study that 

follows students in museum-based degree programs who self-identify as being new to the sector, 

following their experiences in their new places and spaces of work. What patterns or indicators 

arise regarding their expectations for their new positions? I would similarly be interested in 

surveying self-identified experts or experienced museum educators to discuss why they identify 

as veterans in the field and what experiences, both informal and informal, impacted their practice 

most. I would ideally combine my last two areas of interest to create a resource for those 

interested in museum studies.  

Reimaging internships in museums. Through my lens as a museum educator and new 

museum professional, I viewed two recurring emergent themes from this study--lack of clarity in 

how roles are defined and power discrepancies in spaces--as an opportunity for museum 

educators to assume a leadership role within museum practice. I see restructuring internships in 

museums as a way to: address the lack of clarity regarding expectations of roles for potential new 

museum educators and museum professionals and addresses the rarifying of certain museum 

professional titles.  

As I noted in Chapter 4, the dynamics of my interviews varied because of my own level 

of comfort with interviewees. I rarified the roles of curators and artists and was forced to address 

my own assumptions about exhibition design and education in this study. One strategy to address 

these gaps, at the university level and in the context of my current role, is to create internship 
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opportunities for students with my findings in mind. Specifically, creating time for interns to: 

discuss the different roles of museum professionals with museum professionals at the museum, 

assist with projects from different departments and share their reflections on the process from 

their perspective with the museum’s staff. The aim with this structure is to encourage interns to 

gain experience outside of the popularized departments (e.g. curatorial) and expose them to the 

complexities of museum professional roles that create the museum as an institution.  

Conclusions and New Beginnings 

My journey transitioning from an academic setting to a professional context during my 

dissertation process afforded me a unique perspective. I was able to practically grapple with my 

confusion and understanding of contemporary issues in museums and art museum education and 

apply these lessons to my own practice. It was not a linear process. It was messy, it was chaotic, 

it was stressful, and it forced me to grow. I am not the same person I was at the start of this 

research. I have a deeper understanding of the complexity of the internal dynamics of my 

workspace, of the motivations and perspectives of my peers, of my role at the museum, and of 

myself as a museum educator. I anticipated that the conclusion of this process would carry an air 

of finality; in reality, however, this process has inspired many more channels of interest and 

invigorated my passion for museums, art, and art education. 

This study is a reflection of my process and, therefore, is not entirely transferable to other 

contexts. However, the realizations and conclusions that came from my experience do highlight 

certain gaps within the larger museum structure. The research highlighted focus in existing 

literature on the pressure for museums and artists to be visitor focused without first critiquing the 

internal structures and dynamics that support these larger initiatives. Also, the responses shared 

in my research demonstrated that this particular museum is one example of a museum that is 
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grappling with the macro transitory role of museums. Although the verbalized desire within the 

museum is to become more co-creative and collaborative, the residual hierarchical structure and 

opaque communication of roles have created a divide in the power demonstrated in spaces and 

have resulted in tension and miscommunication.  

My presented planning tools were created to be used by people in my position at my 

place of work and to increase the communication of expectations with my colleagues. The 

systems that construct this museum, and museums in general, will always be changing. As 

museum professionals, we will always need to continue to question our positionality, revise our 

practice, communicate with our networks, and learn from our missteps. The transition from 

perpetual student to new museum professional has not been easy, but it has been a privilege. 

With that said, I am not left with the resolution that I thought I wanted. Rather, I am left, as I 

anticipate are you the reader, with a series of new questions and new avenues of exploration. 

While my research has shown me that understanding is a perpetually fluid process, I am 

encouraged to continue to empathetically ask both peers and visitors: What are your ways of 

working? What are your ways of understanding?  

  



 223 

APPENDIX A: RATIONALE FOR INCLUSION AND EXCLUSION OF INTERVIEWEES 

While I believe all departments of the museum are necessary to manifest collaborative and co-

creative education and exhibition programming, this study will focus on: the curatorial staff, 

front of house staff (this includes student workers and security), preparators, development, 

education, marketing and the residency program, registrar, conservator, director’s assistant and 

visiting artists. The store manager and part-time janitorial team will be excluded. Additionally, 

stakeholders who are not directly employed by the museum will also be excluded (i.e. the board, 

dean of the college of art and president of the university). 
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APPENDIX B: CUAM’S ORGANIZATIONAL CHART 
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APPENDIX C: APPROXIMATED RESEARCH TIMELINE 

 

Date/Timeframe Activity Notes 

03/10/17 Submit IRB  

03/17 Interviews (round 1) and 
personal notes 

2-3 interviews per week 

04/17 Transcribe and code 
interviews (round 1) 

 

05/17 Member check for 
interviews (round 1) 

 

06/17 (first half of the month) Interviews (round 2) One large group meeting 
or several smaller group 
meetings 

06/17 (second half of the month) Transcribe and code 
(round 2) 

 

07/17 Member checks (round 
2) and analysis 

 

08/17 Analysis  

09/17-01/09/18 Draft writing   

10/17 Draft writing  

11/17 Draft writing  

12/17 Draft writing  

01/10/18 Full draft to chair  
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APPENDIX D: FOCUS GROUP HANDOUT 

Medill Dissertation: Focus Group 
Remember 

• Physical space=tangible space and objects. The museum building, air, text panels 
• Mental space=the ideas and language present in a physical and social space. Löw believes 

that this space is dominated by those who are of a higher SES or associated with the party 
in power. 

• Social space= the productive interaction between humans and humans or humans and 
objects where their other aspects of space are exchanged and result in a new experience. 
 

Agenda 
• 2:00-2:05- Introduction 
• 2:05-2:25-brief sharing of visual/written responses 
• 2:25-3:00/3:15-Questions and round table 

 
Visual Responses 

• Who is/ who are our museum visitor(s)? 
• Who are we creating museum space for? 
• How are we creating that space/those spaces (physical, mental and social space)? 
• How can we remain open to incorporating other voices (both internal and external) into 

exhibition design and education programming? 
 
 
Guiding Questions/sub-questions 
 

1) How do we, as an institution, define the museum visitor? 
a. what space(s) does the visitor occupy? 
b. is it important for us as an institution to have a fixed definition of museum 

visitor? 
c. any thoughts about collaboration and co-creation? 

2) Can you provide more insight into how different staff roles allow them to exercise 
more control over one or more of the three spatial tenets than other staff roles? 

a. is control over certain spaces inherent to certain roles? That is, do the tasks of a 
role dictate the space that role focuses on? 

b. which of these concepts of space are inherently a part of the role you embody at 
the museum? 

3) What could be gained in terms of exhibition design and education programming if 
we reimagined this dynamic? THIS DYNAMIC=ROLES COINCIDING WITH 
POWER IN SPECFIC SPACES 

Do you have any thoughts/ideas about how our museum as an institution might provide 
opportunities for staff members, including us, to reimagine the dynamic? 
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APPENDIX E: CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT FOR A RESEARCH STUDY: INSTITUTION/PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
Title: Reflections on the collaborative nature of museum staff roles in creating museum space 

(TBC) 
Researcher: Kathryn N. Medill 

  
A.    Purpose and Background 

My name is Kathryn Medill and I am a fourth year Ph.D student with the University of Arizona’s 
Art and Visual Culture Department. I am also the Visitor contact coordinator at Arizona State 
University’s Art Museum. My dissertation research aims to unpack how different spatial tenets 
influence internal staff dynamics when creating exhibitions from the perspective of a novice 
museum educator. In this research, I will study my colleague’s and my personal understanding(s) 
of: 1) their role within the museum, 2) our museum’s approach to collaborative and co-creative 
education programming and exhibition design and 3) how physical, mental and social space of 
the museum impacts their approach to education programming and exhibition design. My current 
primary research question asks: 

·   How do staff members communicate their understanding of their role(s), in co-
creative and collaborative education programming and museum exhibition design; 
how do themes from these discussions relate to concepts of physical, mental and 
social space in the museum? 

My secondary questions explore: 

o   What indicators of internal dialogue are revealed in this exploration? 
o   What do these conversations reveal about staff understanding of physical, mental and 

social space in context of the museum? 
o   What understandings of collaboration and co-creation emerge from this exploration? 

o   What do these conversations reveal about this museum’s approach to collaborative  
and co-creative education programming and museum exhibition design? 

o   What ideas about possible change for the museum’s approach to collaborative and co-
creative education programming and museum exhibition design arise, if any? 

If you would like more information on my research, theoretical frame, or methodology please, let 
me know via email. I would appreciate the opportunity to work with you and your institution. 
  

B.     Procedures 
      If you agree to participate in this study, we will conduct two sets of interviews with members of 

your institution’s: staff members, work-study students and visiting artists. The first round of 
interviews will run forty-five to sixty minutes and will be conducted on a one-on-one basis in the 
participant’s office. We will discuss:  
● Your position at the museum. 
● Your understanding of co-creation, collaboration through your professional lens in regard 

to education programming and exhibition design. 
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● Your understanding of physical, mental, and social space through your professional lens 
in regard to education programming and exhibition design. 

● Your understanding of how these terms inform your role, and the roles of your peers. 
● Your understanding of how these terms inform your museum’s practice as a whole. 

 
      Once the data from round one is collected and coded for emerging themes, I may contact you to 

verify the themes/ideas I uncovered. If the themes uncovered in your first round of interviews are 
not consistent with the aim of my research you may not be asked to participate the preceding 
research/data collection. If the themes uncovered in your first round of interviews align with my 
research aim, you will be given a week to visually or verbally respond to the established themes. 

     
      During the second round of interviews will take place in the main museum’s multi-purpose 

room. We will discuss the overarching themes, visual and written responses in either: small 
groups or one large group. The size of groups will be determined once data from the first round 
of interviews and visual and verbal responses have been coded for themes. The second interview 
should last an hour. 

 
      Once data from the second session of interviews has been collected and coded I may contact you 

to check/confirm my final findings.  
 

If you choose to participate in this study you will be given three potential interview dates and 
times for the first round of interviews to accommodate your schedule. If you proceed to the 
second round of interviews, the group interviews, you will again be given three potential dates 
and times for the interview. The final interview date and time will be dictated by all participants’ 
availability. Data collection will begin in March 2017 and will conclude by September 2017. 
 
Below is a condensed version of the anticipated amount of time your potential participation in 
this study will entail: 
● spend time reading the study design and consent form. 
● spend 45-60 minutes in the first interview. 
● be asked to be available to confirm or discuss the themes the researcher unpacks in data 

analysis. 
● be given up to a week to respond visually or in a written form to the member checked 

themes. 
● spend 60 minutes in the second interview which will either be small groups or one large 

group depending on what the data reveals. 
 

C.     Benefits 
The primary benefit for participants is the potential to expand/ explore their understanding of 
workplace/space as well as, their role and the roles of their colleagues in the context of 
collaborative and co-creative exhibition design.  
  

D.    Risks 

Although unexpected, the biggest potential risk for research is that participants may need to 
allocate time to participate in interviews that could be spent in other ways that could personally 
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benefit the participant. In order to minimize this risk, participants will be given three potential 
interview times to choose from so the interview may occur during a preferred time for the 
participant. Another potential, but unexpected risks is that participants may take themes or topics 
that emerge in the interviews into the museum’s internal community. As the interview questions 
ask participants to reflect on their workplace certain themes or realizations could impact the 
working relationships between the museum’s team. However, this risk is minimal as the 
conversations and reflections of the topics discussed in the interviews are meant to be productive 
and inspire discourse amongst the museum’s team members. 

  
E.     Confidentiality 

To ensure confidentiality, your name and the name of your institution will be removed from all 
materials and replaced with a pseudonym. No individual identities will be included in any reports 
or resulting publications. A copy of the pseudonym coding will be kept on the researcher’s 
password protected computer. However, there is always a possibility of loss of privacy in the 
case of a breach of confidentiality. Audio recordings, consent forms, code books, participants’ 
visual and written responses, the researcher’s memos and research journal will all be kept with 
the researcher during on-site data collection or off-site in a locked drawer or personal password 
protected device owned by the researcher. Visual and written data will be kept in a locked 
drawer at the researcher’s home. Coded data will be kept for six years encrypted and stored on 
the researcher’s personal hard-drive. Audio data will be kept for six years and then destroyed. 
  

F.     Communication Preference 
If decide to participate in this study, please indicate which form of communication you prefer for 
me to contact you during the research process: 
 
In person 
Via personal email 
Via text 
Via phone 
 

G.     Questions 
If you have any questions about the study, you may contact me via email at 
kmedill@email.arizona.edu. For questions about your rights as a participant in this study or to 
discuss other study-related concerns or complaints with someone who is not part of the research 
team, you may contact the Human Subjects Protection Program at 520-626-6721 or online at 
http://rgw.arizona.edu/compliance/human-subjects-protection-program.  
  

H.    Voluntary Participation 
 PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT IS VOLUNTARY. You are free to decline         
to participate in this study, or to withdraw your participation at any point. 
  
                 I agree to participant in this study as noted above. 
  
                 I decline to participate. 
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Participant Signature                                                                                                                    
 
Name of Participant (print)                                                                                                                 
 
Date                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
  
  
Participant Signature of Researcher                       __________                   _______________       
  
 

  



 231 

APPENDIX F: APPROVAL LETTER TO CONDUCT RESEARCH FROM CUAM’S 

INTERIM DIRECTOR 
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APPENDIX G: VISUAL RESPONSE PROMPT  

Completed by 13 of the 14 initial interviewees between the one-on-one interviews and focus 
groups 
 

• Who is/ who are our museum visitor(s)? 
• Who are we creating museum space for? 
• How are we creating that space/those spaces (physical, mental and social space)? 
• How can we remain open to incorporating other voices (both internal and external) into 

exhibition design and education programming? 
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APPENDIX H: ANNUAL MATRIX 
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APPENDIX I: PROJECT PLANNING FORM 

 

Exhibition title Exhibition type

Exhibition season Exhibition style

How exhibition aligns to mission

Staff involved (list)

PROJECT PLANNING FORM

Staff title 0 1 2 3 4 5

Level of involvement
0=not involved 5=project lead
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