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This paper is about work: museum work and the people that do it. It provides an overview 
of U.S. demographics, an exploration of diversity in the American workplace, and an outline 
of the nature of museums and museum collections, the physical and the intellectual, with 
particular emphasis on the requirement for accountability routines intended to improve 
accessibility. 

Melting Pot to Mixed Salad: U.S. Demographics 

In the 1950s, elementary school teachers in the United States espoused the "melting pot" 
theory of the American population. The Statue of Liberty, a gift from the French people, 
dominated New York's harbor and served as a beacon, expressing the national sentiment of 
the day: 

Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yeaming to breathe free. The 
wretched refuse of your teeming shore, send these, the homeless, tempest tossed to me. 
I lift my lamp beside the golden door.l 

Passage through the golden door required adherence to the melting pot theory, exhorting the 
immigrant population to assimilate. To become American meant suppression of cultural 
individuality. Only English, spoken without brogue, twang, or treble, suited aspirants to 
mainstream America. In my school, we practiced what carne to be known as "broadcast 
English"-the flat, clear diction of radio and TV newscasters. 

The 1960s brought the turmoil of anti-war demonstrations and civil rights actions coupled 
with the feminist movement. People began to express dissatisfaction with their inability to 
achieve the American dream. Moreover, many rejected consumerism and the militaristic 
policies of the U.S. govemment. People began to question both the reality and the 
desirability of assimilation. 

Museums "entered a period of existential scrutiny, one in which the institution stands in an 
unprecedented and often troublesome relationship to its previous sense of mission. "2 Many 
flower children of the sixties-hippies-recast their revolutionary zeal and sensibilities in 
the not-for-profit marketplace. 

By 1980, the political pendulum had begun to swing toward the right. Americans elected 
Ronald Reagan, the "Great Communicator," and the emphasis on individual rights and social 
responsibility began to erode. The 1980s became known as the "Me Generation," and 
Americans began to spend down capital resources, building a trillion-dollar debt. The span 
between rich and poor Americans grew, leisure time decreased, and economic fac tors 
stimulated increasing unrest. Social support networks eroded throughout the nation, and 
Americans reacted with increasing concern to the problems of crime, drug abuse, 
homelessness, and reduced international market share. 
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In the late 1980s, the world experienced unprecedented politica! upheaval. The Berlin Wall 
carne down. The Soviet Union disintegrated. Latin American and African nations struggled 
under the weight of enormous debt. The Middle East exploded, and we witnessed smart 
bombs and tragic figures, live, in our living rooms through the miracle of satellite 
communications. Nationalism intensified and with it increased visibility of ethnic groups 
demanding to be recognized. 

In the United States, the melting pot theory was discredited. We had a spate of concepts 
describing not a melting pot population, but a stew-or, in the so-called healthier 1980s, a 
salad, each ingredient colorfully standing on its own, dressed with spices from all corners of 
the globe and liberally lubricated with both OPEC and olive oil. We began to discuss and 
celebrate the experience of difference. 

Human differences (and I celebrate them) can be teased apart and organized into a 
framework: 
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Figure 1-Some Sources of Human Differences3 
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It is quite important for museum people to consider human difference within a structured 
framework because we control the presentation of those differences in our gallery spaces, 
publications, and cultural celebrations. In effect, we illuminate the differences our 
populations possess. 

Our attitudes toward diversity, or the experience of difference, can be polarized bimodally. 
Stereotyping is the opposite of awareness of individual differences. Ethnocentrism opposes 
pluralism and the recognition that many cultures add to the quality of life. We can expand 
bias into multiple perspectives. Finally, if we can see our own prejudices, we can begin to 
have control over negative impulses.4 

Attitudes change slowly. Frequently, because of some extemal pressure-a change in 
govemment, marital status, or employment, perhaps-behavior changes occur. But attitudes 
can be quietly harbored, unaltered by behavioral change. Attitudes sit there, waiting for the 
opportunity to reassert themselves. 

In this paper, I am proposing that we manage and improve our museum product by 
understanding the nature of human differences and make productive use of these differences 
in the work place. 

This is particularly important for museums which are part of what is called the third sector in 
the United States, in other words, the not-for-profit sector. In the United States, we support 
more than one and a quarter million not-for-profit organizations. There are fundamentally 
three arguments5 to support the not-for-profit sector: 

Diversity 

The not-for-profit sector fosters diversity. Democratic govemments conform to prevailing 
majority views. A democratic govemment can only promulgate one view at a time, whereas, 
non-profits provide a forum for many, many voices. 

Quality 

The not-for-profit sector provides a place for quality products and services unconstrained by 
the bottom line. Unlike American industry, which has taken a beating recently, the net-for
profit sector can provide services through funding sources which do not compete with the 
profit-making sectors. 

Individual growth 

Volunteerism is at the heart of not-for-profit activities in the United States. Museums, 
schools, churches, and thousands of grass roots specialty groups provide fertile ground where 
individuals can choose to improve society. 

Museums preserve and protect; they create knowledge and interpret that knowledge, yet their 
existence depends on community. In the United States, that means a pluralistic society. 

Workforce 2000 

In 1987, Workforce 2000,6 a study by the conservative Hudson Institute, predicted startling 
changes in the American workforce. The study received nationwide discussion, perhaps 
because the Hudson Institute is conservative, perhaps because the statistics and trends 
identified replayed dramatically in the popular press. 
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Workforce 2000 predicted four key trends which would shape the U.S. economy during the 
last years of the 20th century. 

• The American economy should grow at a relatively healthy pace, boosted by a rebound in 
U.S. exports, renewed productivity, and a strong world economy. 

• U.S. manufacturing will be a much smaller share of the economy in the year 2000. 
Service industries will create ali of the new jobs, and most of the new wealth, over the 
next 13 years. 

• The workforce will grow slowly, becoming older, more female, and more disadvantaged. 
Only 15 percent of the net new entrants to the labor force over the next 13 years will be 
native white males, compared to 47 percent in that category today. 

• The new jobs in service industries will demand much higher skill levels. Ironically, the 
demographic trends in the workforce, coupled with the higher skill requirements of the 
economy, willlead to both higher and lower unemployment: more joblessness among the 
least-skilled and less among the most educationally advantaged.7 

Five years later, only the first of these four trends proved inaccurate. The U.S. economy has 
declined. U.S. exports have not rebounded, productivity has stagnated, the world economy 
is destabilized. In fact, because we have failed to stern the tide of a decreasing world market 
share, disregarded the needs of our aging workforce, and ignored the skill level of work
force entrants, American economic growth has stalled. 

Museums, interestingly enough, are advantageously placed, based on a correlation with these 
trends. We are a service industry, we ha ve a substantial number of women in our midst, and 
we place high above educational norms. 

The Smithsonian Institution's purpose, staff, and resources are dedicated to increased 
understanding of the physical, biologica!, and cultural worlds in which people live and hope 
to thrive. 

The Smithsonian is further dedicated to creating opportunities for people to discover, master, 
and understand new knowledge through seeking, collecting, and preserving evidence of the 
past and present; through observation, research, and analysis; and through educational 
activities. Thus, the Institution achieves its basic mission of increasing and diffusing 
knowledge. 

We are an unlikely conglomeration of a astrophysical laboratory, a tropical research center, 
folk life programs, innumerable biologica! field stations, marine programs, presses and 
outreach activities, and 15 museums, including the national zoo. We manage 323 buildings 
with a total of 5.9 million square feet. Eighty-five percent of our funding comes from the 
U.S. federal govemment; the other 15 percent comes from entrepreneurial activities and 
private donations. 
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Objects and specimens arrive over the transom at the rate of a half-million per year, adding 
to the total of 138 million objects and specimens held in trust for the American people and 
macte accessible to the world's scholars. 
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Figure 2-Smithsonian Institution Collection Statistics 

In addition to predicting economic trends, Workforce 2000 profiled the American work 
force. 

"The population and the workforce will grow more slowly than any time since the 1930s. "8 

The U.S. labor force will grow only one percent per year in the 1990s, one-third the ,rate in 
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1970. Such slow growth, in addition to slowing economic expansion, tends to push toward 
capital-intensive production systems. This bodes very well for people in museums interested 
in accountability and accessibility of museum collections because those goals will only be 
achieved through automation, a capital-intensive operation. 

"The average age of the population and the workforce will rise, and the pool of young 
workers entering the labor market will shrink. "9 By the year 2000, the average U.S. worker 
will be 39 years old, up from 36 in 1987. The number of workers under the age of 24 will 
drop by 8 percent. Older workers provide stability and experience, important qualities for 
museums attempting to interpret cultural traditions. On the other hand, the rapidity of 
technological change requires flexibility and adaptability, more difficult for older workers. 

"More women will enter the workforce."lO Sixty-one per cent of all U.S. women of working 
age will be employed outside the home in the year 2000. They will remain, as they are now, 
in lower-paying jobs, making about 64 cents for every one dollar made by a man.Il In 
museums, women are likely to remain concentrated in education, registration, and collections 
management, and the lower curatorial and administrative ranks. 

"Minorities will bea larger share of new entrants into the labor force."l2 Twice the number 
of minorities will enter the workforce, concentrated in declining central cities. This will 
affect museums, which also tend to be located in large, rnetropolitan areas. 

"Immigrants will represent the largest share of the increase in the population and the work 
force since the first World War. "13 Six hundred thousand immigrants will enter the United 
States annually, and two-thirds of those of working age will find jobs. Irnmigrants, as we 
know well in the United States, become productive, voting citizens. With the increase in the 
"salad bowl" model, American museums can expect ethnic and immigrant minorities to 
dernand representation within our hallowed, marmoreal museum halls. These demographic 
shifts result in the fact that five-sixths of the new entrants to the U.S. labor force will be non
whites, women, and immigrants. 

At the Srnithsonian, the gender composition looks like this: 
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Romania 

American museums can flourish only if they consider and understand the nature of human 
differences. lf they grapple with and establish as valid the whole range of human diversity, 
they can make productive use of these differences. Because of their not-for-profit nature, 
museums and other cultural institutions must address these differences. 

The 6,000 Smithsonian employees are distributed by ethnic group as shown in Figure 3. A 
more telling graph shows the advantage Caucasians have over other U.S. ethnic groups at the 
Smithsonian. 
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Average Grade*, Ali Occupations and Categories of Employment, 
for Raciai/Ethnic Groups and Total 
September 1990 - September 1991 
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Figure 4-A ve rage Grade, AU Occupations and Categories 

Romania 

Smithsonian management takes seriously its responsibility to bring parity to both gender and 
ethnic disparities. Management considers commitment to multiculturalism and gender equity 
a moral imperative, but there are equally strong business reasons for paying attention to these 
issues. 

Referencing Figure 1, the next section of this pa per will concentrate on gender difference 
and why it makes good business sense to accommodate women at all levels of the work 
force. This analytical strategy can be applied to the other aspects of difference in the work 
force. 

Women as a Museum lmperative14 

Since museums seek highly educated employees, women must be attracted because the U.S. 
labor pool is smaller and colleges graduate 52 percent women. lf the United States is to 
maintain a competitive position in the world economy, we must draw on the entire labor 
pool. For museums, with generally lower salaries than industry, and longer hours than 
academia, attracting qualified scholars and managers means hiring and promoting women in 
ali job categories. 
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Leisure time has decreased since the 1960s in the United States, which increases the 
competition museums face for the visitor's time and dollars. 15 U.S. museums fare well in the 
competition for visitor's time and money-more museum visits are recorded annually than 
attendance at sporting events. To retain and increase this edge, museums must produce 
quality programming including specialized on-site offerings, in-school presentations, and 
distance education. In order to assure creative programming, museums must attract multi
talented educators, most of whom are women. 

When women fail to move up within scholarly, professional, and managerial ranks, museums 
discount a vital resource. lf, for instance, scholarship regarding traditionally female 
endeavors-foodways, childrearing, household organization-are relegated to secondary or 
tertiary positions behind economics, hard science, and war, museum presentations can't help 
but be skewed toward endeavors undertaken by men. Will working women continue to 
support museums which exclude them? 

Failing to promote women limits individual contributions. When underqualified men are 
promoted because they "fit" the traditional masculine profile of museum leadership, qualified 
women remain on the sides and bottom rungs of the organizational structure. "Inequity of 
this kind results in decreased productivity ... as the under-appreciated subordinate soon 
realizes that recognition for effort is not commensurate with output." 16 

Promising people who play a central role in domestic matters are undervalued. "Only 16 
percent of American workers go home in the evenings to a nonworking spouse."l7 Child 
rearing and elder care frequently require women to split their attention between career and 
family issues. lf the museum employer views commitment to career as the inverse of an 
employee's commitment to family, the museum risks losing employees who could bring high 
levels of commitment to work and family. 

Recruitment and training money is lost when women leave the job market to raise families. 
Eighty-five per cent of women have babies. Since college-educated American women 
postpone pregnancy until age 31, on average, museums Iose recruiting and training money if 
a woman leaves after the birth of her first child. The museum frequently loses a decade of 
experience-a loss which plays out in discontinuity and a revolving cycle of inexperience. 
Also, in a shrinking labor market, the replacement person will probably be less qualified 
upon entry. 

People know corporate and industry reputations. Since all talent will be scarcer in the future, 
museums which do not take an aggressive position toward recruiting, training, and 
promoting women and minorities will tind themselves unable to maintain current levels of 
experience, knowledge, and skills. The best people will migrate to industry, govemment, 
and third-sector organizations known for advancement of women and minorities. A 
museum's reputation for appreciating human needs is an asset as valuable as endowment, 
building, and collections. 

Since museums are tradition-bound, any museum which actively grapples with work force 
trends can capitalize on a tremendous opportunity. Imagine your museum as the one in 
which the top people in your profession choose to work-people renowned for their 
scholarship, talented managers with sophisticated strategies for fundraising, politica! savvy, 
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and the ability to lead the museum creatively through the difficult times ahead. This 
challenge can be achieved by making systemic changes which acknowledge the fundamental 
biological fact of matemity, provide job flexibility to both men and women, and train 
women and minorities who already exhibit basic leadership traits. 

"Fi ve A" Collections Management 

Understanding any discipline begins with definitions. H.J. Swinney, a well-known American 
museum pioneer, began with what a museum is not. A museum is not a building, he would 
expound. He would go on to recite what carne to be the definition used by the American 
Association of Museums. An American museum is: 

an organized and permanent not-for-profit institution, essentially educational or 
aesthetic in purpose, with professional staff which owns and utilizes tangible objects, 
cares for them, and exhibits them to the public in some regular manner.I8 

At the 1989 International Conference of Museums, we heard that "a museum of any kind is 
an answer to a fundamental question. The question is: 'What does it mean to be a human 
being?"' 19 We were asked to consider a museum as "an instrument of survival and sanity." 

With these definitions, and Marie Malaro's arguments of diversity, quality, and individual 
growth for the existence of a strong not-for- profit sector in a democratic society in mind, we 
can establish the principles of collections management through what can be called "Five A" 
museum work. 

In the United States, forces of change affecting collections management include democratic 
notions of third-sector viability, political pressures, demographic shifts, professionalism, 
legal precedent, resource acquisition strategies, and new technology. 

Every calorie of energy expended by museum staff, every tick of the clock, every dime in the 
till, should be spent to advance the museum's mission. The museum director balances on an 
ever more tautly stretched tightrope as she winds her precarious way through the canopy of 
conservators, curators, boards of trustees, community leaders representing the public, and of 
course, registrars and collections managers. 

Other policies of the museum are derived from the mission statement. Fiscal and personnel 
policy, exhibition and education policy, and, of course, collections management policy, are 
informed by and fulfill the museum's overriding mission. Implementation of the collections 
management policy is accomplished through "Five A" museum work: 

• Authority 
• Accessibility 
• Accountability 
• Audit 
• Automation 

As museum professionals, we consider the intellectual collection and the physical collection. 
We curate the objects of human genius and the specimens of wonder from the natural world 
and we curate the information about those collections. Usefulness of the physical collections 
correlates in direct proportion to the quality and accessibility of the documentation. Who, 
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what, when, where, how, and why are the questions we seek to answer for every abject and 
specimen in our collections. 

In the United States, the director retains the responsibility of chief collections manager. 
Subordinates derive authority from the director through policy-establishing roles and 
responsibilities, limits of authority, practice, and procedure. 

International colleagues frequently wonder what a registrar in a U.S. museum does. This 
answer finds many forms. The short answer is that curators do the intellectual work 
surrounding museum collections; registrars do operations. The flip answer is that curators 
create chaos and registrars reduce it to a form. 

Curators are the intellectual force behind American museum work. Without constant 
development of the curatorial and scientific workforce, the museum world would be swept 
away by the lowest common denominator, epitomized by sitcoms, the popular TV situational 
comedies. 

However, curators are unable to carry out the many specialties now found in American 
museums. It is the role of the registrar to capture information created by the curators and 
make that information available for the purposes of the museum. It is the registrar who 
ensures that documentation is maintained and that the museum is protected during the pursuit 
of new acquisitions and the rush to meet exhibition deadlines. The registrar is the logistical 
specialist, the gatekeeper, the stable balance in a changing world. It is the registrar who 
translates collections management policy into the procedures which will carry through 
policy. 

Creative work-which is one of the realms of museum endeavor-needs to be unfettered by 
mundane tasks to the extent possible. Registrars examine the whole collections operation 
and establish efficient, flexible routines to minimize waste of the human resource. An 
inclusive collections management system allows museum staff to work together effectively 
and efficiently toward the established mission. 

Collections management can be expressed through two related concepts: accessibility and 
accountability. 

Accessibility is: 

The opportunity for visitors, scholars, and staff to take advantage of the resources of 
the museum in the context of a collections management policy, particularly the 
collections resource. Access to museum collections is provided through research 
opportunities, exhibitions, publications, educational and interpretive programs, 
response to public inquiries, ioan of collections, and information management.20 

Accountability, on the other hand, can be defined as: 

The cluster of activity that ensures physical care and control of collections. Museum 
collection accountability is attained through intemal controls, written collecting 
plans, and authorized, documented collections management activity.21 
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At the Smithsonian we have codified collections management activity into a policy which 
enumerates and defines each activity or operating principle. 

Components and Activities22 

A. Statement of Purpose 
B. Statement of Authority 
C. Collecting Plan 
D. Definition of Collections 
E. Collections Management Activity 

1. Documentation 
2. Acquisition 
3. Disposal 
4. Access 
5. Care and maintenance 
6. Risk management 
7. Security 
8. lnventory 
9. Temporary custody 

10. Lending and borrowing 

The collections management policy is implemented through procedures which can be 
routinely audited by museum authorities including staff, goveming body authorities such as 
externa! auditors, or govemment overseers such as state inspector generals. Routine staff 
audits usually preclude higher-level reviews. Museums which conduct periodic checks of 
storage locations, manual files, and automated records rarely find themselves facing the 
anxious scrutiny of externa! investigators. 

Once the systems are in place, an operation like the National Museum of American History 
(NMAH) at the Smithsonian can research, track, pack, ship, photograph, conserve, exhibit, 
Ioan, or deaccession any object in its purview. Last year the NMAH acquired 47,587 
objects, lent 1,075 objects, and borrowed 1,304 objects. Each of the players in this process, 
from curator to shipping clerk, from donor to truck driver, contributed information to and 
received infonnation from the collections management system. In 1991, the Smithsonian 
Institution as a whole lent 128,000 objects and specimens. 

The promise of accurate, timely, complete infonnation about museum collections can be 
realized only through the advent of collections infonnation automation. 

With ali the goodwill and money in the world it would be impossible to preserve ali the 
objects in coliections indefinitely. We can, however, protect the information about these 
collections and their significance for a theoretically indefinite period of time.23 

The collections management policy codifies and defines the language, answering the 
question "How we manage". Ultimately, the far more interesting question is "Why?" Why 
do we manage museums? We do it because a healthy not-for-profit sector is a vital part of a 
democratic society. We manage our coliections because aur society requires the 
understanding of diversity, quality, and countless opportunities to improve our society 
through volunteerism. 
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