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ABSTRACT 

 
Museums, and museum professionals, engage in a significant role within society. This 

dissertation is a qualitative exploratory study of the ways in which museum professionals 

promote or hinder the social inclusivity of museums through curatorial voice. Through a series of 

exhibit evaluations and intensive interviews, the researcher investigates the mechanisms used to 

craft curatorial voice within museums that handle contested subject material. This research seeks 

to broaden the understanding of curatorial voice, as viewed through the theoretical lenses of 

gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, with the explicit purpose of aiding in the 

development of professional guidance to help make museums more socially inclusi
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 

 

Information plays a key role in the construction of individual and collective identities. It 

is inherently understood that without access to cultural information, we as individuals and as 

communities will be barred from constructing a holistic identity. As a people, we have 

institutionalized culture in the format of museums, and we rely upon museums, and, de facto, 

museum professionals, to provide an authoritative representation of our culture. Museums, in 

service to humanity, must preserve and provide access to those objects which convey the 

information necessary for identity construction and in doing so exemplify their status as socially 

inclusive institutions.  

Museums exist to be in “the service of society and its development,” and the 

professionals who work within those museums are charged with the mission to serve society 

(“Museum Definition- ICOM,” 2007). Yet, little is understood concerning the socially inclusive 

role of museums as preservers and providers of information for the purpose of identity 

construction. Additionally, the previous investigation into identity creation within museums has 

focused primarily on the role of the museum visitor, not the museum professional (Falk, 2009; 

Rounds, 2006). While it is undeniable, based on prior studies, that museum visitors engage the 

information of a museum with preconceived notions of identity, little work has focused on the 

significant role of museum curators as gatekeepers of identity information. This dissertation 

endeavors to fill a gap within both researcher and practitioner knowledge and to aid in the 

development of socially inclusive museums. 

1.1.1 Problem Statement 

The role of museums has expanded dramatically within society over the past several 

decades. Despite the widening role of museums and museum professionals, a similar expansion 

of professional guidance, such as standardized terminology, policies, and evaluation 

methodologies, has not followed these changes within museums. Museum professional 

associations, such as the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), have struggled to provide 
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professional guidance to museums and curators. This lack of expansion is especially evident in 

the recently developed AAM “Diversity and Inclusion Policy,” a vague paragraph that outlines 

little of the needed terminology and provides no tools for assisting curators in their role 

(“Diversity and Inclusion Policy,” 2014). Professional guidance would assist museum 

professionals with the articulation and the construction of curatorial voice with the expressed 

purpose of aiding museum professionals in the formation of socially inclusive museums.  

The extent to which the lack of terminology, standards, and evaluative tools for museum 

researchers has hindered social inclusivity of museums is unknown, yet it is understood that such 

guidance, if it existed, would assist curators in their articulation of museum societal roles. Also, 

the lack of professional guidance may have lessened the understanding of the role of museums 

within society, veiled the significance of curatorial voice, restricted the research into the co-

creation of identity in museums, and slowed the communication of findings between museum 

researchers.  

1.1.2 Research Questions 

The specific research questions developed for this dissertation were based upon an over-

arching question concerning the role of museums and museum professionals in the production of 

socially inclusive museums: How can our understanding of curatorial voice, as viewed through 

the theoretical lenses of gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, help museums become 

more socially inclusive when handling contested subject matter? In order to explore this broad 

premise, research questions were developed for two independent but parallel data sets: intensive 

interviewing and exhibit evaluation. Research questions one and two will be explored through an 

analysis of the data set based on intensive interviews of curatorial staff. Research questions three 

and four will be explored through an analysis of the data set based on exhibit evaluation. The 

analysis of the two independent data sets will then be combined in a qualitative, comparative 

analysis to explore research question five. 

 

RQ.1. What are the perceptions of museum professionals concerning curatorial voice in a 

museum responsible for handling contested subject matter?  

 

RQ.2. How might two theoretical lenses,, gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, 

better help us to understand the perceptions of museum professionals?  
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RQ.2.A. What are the gatekeeping mechanisms employed by curatorial staff in a 

museum handling contested subject matter? 

RQ.2.B. How does curatorial staff perceive their role in the co-creation of identity 

in museums handling contested subject matter? 

 

RQ.3. What does use of curatorial voice look like in museums handling contested subject 

matter? 

 

RQ.4. How might two theoretical lenses gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, 

better help us to understand the manifestations of curatorial voice in museums handling 

contested subject matter? 

RQ.4.A. What does use of gatekeeping mechanisms in the curation of exhibits 

look like in museums handling contested subject matter. 

RQ.4.B. What does the co-creation of identity look like in the exhibits of 

museums handling contested subject matter? 

 

RQ.5. In what ways do curatorial voice, co-creation of identity, and gatekeeping 

mechanisms thematically connect with the socially inclusive goals of museums handling 

contested subject matter?  

These specific research questions create a scaffold, building upon each other in an attempt to 

address research question five: In what ways does curatorial voice, co-creation of identity, and 

gatekeeping mechanisms, thematically connect with the socially inclusive goals of museums 

handling contested subject matter?  

1.1.3 Significance of the Research 

Museums wield tremendous power to change society, to uphold society, and to affirm 

society, contributing to both individual and collective identities. The impact of museums has 

been studied on both the individual and the community level. Museums have two key roles in 

society: first, that of providing both individuals and community a place for identity work; and 

second, that of providing a dialogue partner, which is curatorial voice. Despite the efforts to 

evaluate museum impact on individuals and society, little work has been done to standardize 

museum terminology or to establish societal impact evaluation techniques specific to museums. 
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A comparative, qualitative analysis of museums handling contested subject matter should 

illuminate a generalizable terminology and evaluation techniques needed by the museum 

professional community. Research into the role of museums handling contested subject matter is 

especially significant as often these museums play a considerable role in the development of 

individual and community identity. 

1.1.5 Research Purpose 

The purpose of this dissertation is to widen the depth of museum practitioner knowledge through 

careful research into current museum practice and to expand the body of socially inclusive 

museum literature. This dissertation will complement current research studies in museum visitor 

identity work, adding to the body of terminology to be examined by museum professional groups 

such as ICOM and AAM. It is hoped that this research will assist museum professionals with 

their articulation of curatorial voice, aid both individuals and communities in the co-creation of 

identity, and further allow museums to expand their inclusive role in society.  

1.2 Overview of Key Concepts 

This dissertation research is based upon an understanding of five key concepts: Identity 

Creation and Co-Creation; Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeper Theory (LIS); The Socially Inclusive 

Museum; Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter. This section outlines those five key 

concepts. 

1.2.1 Key Concept 1: Identity Creation and Co-creation  

Identity creation and co-creation, has recently been researched within a museum context. 

Identity is considered to be an “elastic” term, spanning a multitude of definitions and uses 

(Rounds, 2006, p. 133). An initial definition of identity is, “The particular being any person is, 

whatever it is about each of us that distinguishes you or me from others, draws from the parts of 

our existence together, persists through changes, or opens the way to becoming who we might or 

should be” (Rounds, 2006a, p. 133; Seigel, 2005, p. 3). In particular, visitor identity has been 

operationalized as a variable for predicting visitor attendance patterns and museum visitor 

behavior within exhibits (Falk, 2009; Leinhardt, Crowley, & Knutson, 2002; Rounds, 2006). In 

this research study, identity creation (or co-creation) was examined as a socially inclusive 

process, “identity work” (Rounds, 2006, p. 133). Identity has been previously examined as a 

“thing,” but for the purposes of this study, identity is a creative dynamic work. In essence, 
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identity work is creative process, a dialogue or negotiation between museum visitors and the 

museum. The exhibits, as articulated through curatorial voice, add to the process of identity 

creation by museum visitors. While previous studies have examined heavily the identity of 

museum visitors (Falk, 2009; Kaplan, 1994; Leinhardt, 2004; Rounds, 2006; Serrell, 1996), this 

dissertation study will focus primarily on the role of museum professionals. The emphasis of this 

dissertation research is upon the museum professionals' side of that identity work dialogue, and 

the degree to which that dialogue adds to or detracts from the socially inclusive museum. 

1.2.2   Key Concept 2: Curatorial Voice 

Curatorial Voice, a concept central to museology, is an inherent element of an exhibit. 

Curatorial voice is the message received by museum-goers throughout the exhibit, a message that 

may relay intent or museum authority (Leinhardt, Crowley, & Knutson, 2002). In this research 

study, the ubiquitous curatorial voice of a museum exhibit is recast as a gatekeeper, granting the 

researcher the ability to apply information science principles of “Gatekeeper” theory to this often 

invisible but always audible voice within an exhibit. In particular, this dissertation research 

focuses on curators to discover terminology and principles of gatekeeping that apply to the 

development of curatorial voice in museums handling contested subject matter. 

1.2.3   Key Concept 3: Gatekeeper Theory (LIS) 

Gatekeeper theory, as developed by Library and Information Science (LIS) research, 

serves as a framework for the evaluation of curatorial voice within a museum context. 

Gatekeeping Theory, as developed by Information Science, examines the transfer of information 

within a given context. The presence of a gatekeeper promotes a monitored situation in which the 

gatekeeper utilizes gatekeeping mechanisms, such as information selection, deletion, and 

hoarding to control the flow of information to the intended recipients. These information 

recipients are “the gated” ones and may vary in the level of control they have over the 

information within the context (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, p. 1496). Gatekeeper theory has been 

utilized to reveal the influence of individuals within a given context. In this research study, the 

museum professional benefits from the application of Gatekeeper theory for the evaluation of 

curatorial voice. In specific, curators are asked to analyze their gatekeeping mechanisms during 

their description of the development of curatorial voice for museums handling contested subject 
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matter. In essence, the curators and researcher work together to select the terminology to be 

refined for further describing curatorial voice mechanisms for socially inclusive museums. 

1.2.4   Key Concept 4: The Socially Inclusive Museum 

Some researchers consider the Socially Inclusive Museum as a social change agent for 

the mitigation of social exclusion; thus a discussion of social exclusion is in order (Sandell, 

1998). Social exclusion is described as a multi-faceted phenomenon that negatively affects the 

social, economic, political, and cultural life of both the individual and the society (Sandell, 

1998). The social aspect of exclusion is seen in the lack of access to employment opportunities, 

welfare opportunities, and social opportunities. It can also be described as lacking the 

relationships needed to be a part of the fabric of society, i.e., family and friends. An individual 

lacking the economic means to buy admission to a museum is unlikely to attend. Political 

problems are inherent within social exclusion because those who are disenfranchised from 

society are less likely to participate in the political process, and are much less likely to be agents 

for change. The aspect of social exclusion most often associated with museums is the cultural 

aspect. How museums represent cultures and ask cultures to participate in the making of exhibits 

directly impacts the inclusivity or exclusivity of a museum (Sandell, 1998). As social inclusivity 

has become a political goal, museums, particularly in the UK, have adhered to the rhetoric of 

politicians and the socially inclusive policy mandates to maintain public funding of their 

institutions (Coleman, 2016). Social Inclusion has begun to appear in American museum 

practitioner discourse, as evidenced by the 2014 AAM policy on “Diversity and Inclusion” 

(“Diversity and Inclusion Policy,” 2014).  

1.2.5   Key Concept 5: Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter 

Museums handling contested subject matter are uniquely situated within society. The 

International Council on Museums (ICOM) has articulated the needs of museums handling 

“culturally sensitive material” within their code of ethics (ICOM, 2006). These museums are 

usually charged with the preservation, protection, and interpretation of culturally sensitive 

materials. Often, these museums serve a society that is still seeking an authoritative voice 

concerning historical or cultural matters. In the contemporary cultural heritage museum, identity 

is still to be decided and curatorial voice a matter of heated debate. In museums handling 

contested subject matter, curatorial voice is at a particular point in development that the usage of 
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gatekeeping mechanisms may be observed, examined, or recollected via articulation. If the 

subject matter of the museum is highly contested, identity creation is still ongoing, even if the 

exhibit has been on display for some time. Information science research, utilizing gatekeeper 

theory, may assist in the evaluation of curatorial voice and expand upon the work of researchers 

such as John Falk in the studies of visitor identity creation. This dissertation research is limited 

to museums handling contested subject matter not to narrow the scope of the research, but to 

highlight the intensity of the identity work conducted within museums, and the role of museums 

in society. 

1.3 Overview of Research Method 

1.3.1 Qualitative Design 

The nature of this research is qualitative and exploratory. At each of the participant 

museums, two distinct methods of data collection were conducted: exhibit evaluation and 

intensive interviewing. The exhibit evaluations were performed at each museum prior to 

conducting the intensive interviews with their curators. In essence, this research design is a 

parallel study of the same sample: five museums handling contested subject matter. The two data 

sets, intensive interviews and exhibit evaluations, will be coded separately. After the coding 

process, the two data sets were compared for similarities and differences.  

Each museum examined is unique, and the community that the museum exists within is 

also unique. It is therefore important to recognize the differences between the exhibits while also 

locating identifying the similarities between the museums of various sizes and missions. In an 

effort to explore RQ.3 and RQ.4, the researcher conducted an exhibit evaluation to evaluate the 

contents of the exhibits within the five sample museums. The researcher documented the 

contents of the exhibits displaying contested subject matter using an exhibit evaluation rubric. 

When permissible, the researcher also collected photographs of the exhibit, transcripts of docent 

scripts, museum catalogues, and museum publications. The exhibit evaluation is limited to the 

items on display within the five sample museums, and does not extend to past or future exhibits.  

The intent of the exhibit evaluation data collection is to discern the manifestation of 

curatorial voice within the public exhibit. In order to explore the curatorial voice of the exhibit, 

the researcher applied two theoretical lenses to the documentation of the exhibit: Gatekeeper 

Theory and Co-Creation of Identity Theory. The researcher utilized the Exhibit Evaluation 

Rubric (Appendix C), to document the exemplars of objects that represent contested subject 
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matter. The researcher also documented the exemplars of objects that represent the use of 

Gatekeeping mechanisms and the co-creation of identity. The intent of this data collection is to 

examine the physical manifestations of identity creation (individual or collective) and the 

gatekeeping mechanisms employed within the museum. Clearly articulated identity creation 

dialogue was written in the exhibit labels, object descriptions, or docent scripts. Examples of 

clearly articulated identity creation dialogues spoke to personal or collective identities, e.g., “As 

a person of color…” or, “We want people to walk in our shoes.” 

 The intensive interviews focused upon the perceptions of museum professionals 

concerning their role in the generation of curatorial voice (RQ.1). Qualitative intensive 

interviews were conducted with the curatorial staff of five museums, yielding ten interviews. The 

researcher utilized a series of carefully constructed questions concerning curatorial voice in each 

of the qualitative intensive interviews. These interviews were conducted with a purposive sample 

of curatorial staff at five museums handling contested subject matter. The purpose in limiting the 

participant scope of the study was to capture the relationship, in an in-depth manner, between 

curators and the gatekeeping mechanisms they employ to express curatorial voice within 

museums handling contested subject matter.  

Once the interview transcripts were reviewed by curator participants, the researcher 

coded the data. The interview transcripts were coded twice: first, with open and axial 

methodology for thematic content; second, with Nvivo coding software to capture the natural 

language of the curator participants. The coded interview transcripts were analyzed for thematic 

content and for curatorial vocabulary usage that aided in the exploration of RQ.2: application of 

theoretical lenses to curator perception data. The data are analyzed in view of the two theoretical 

lenses: Gatekeeper Theory (RQ2.A); Co-Creation of Identity (RQ2.B). 

The researcher explored RQ.5. through the comparison of data collected from both the 

interviews and the exhibit evaluations, and illuminated the connections between curatorial voice 

and exhibit reality. This triangulation, or bridging of data, also compared across the five 

museums sampled to explore similarities and differences in the manifestation of curatorial voice. 

The combination of curator perceptions, exhibit reality, and theory lead the researcher to propose 

further research of socially inclusive museums. 
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1.3.2 Research Overview Chart 

The research methodology overview chart (Fig. 1..2) displays the flow of this dissertation 

research. Data collection contains the qualitative exhibit evaluations and intensive curator 

interviews. Collected data is analyzed and examined through the lenses of two theoretical 

frameworks: gatekeeper theory and the co-creation of identity. The analysis of data and 

application of theory lead the researcher to the development of applications for museum 

professionals: suggestions for standardized vocabulary concerning the gatekeeping mechanisms 

of curatorial voice.  

1.3.3 Limitations of the Research 

This dissertation is the reflection of an exploratory study, and is not intended to be 

definitive. Multiple repetitions of this type of research may lead to more definitive explanations 

of the gatekeeping mechanisms of curatorial voice (RQ.2.A, RQ.4.A), the role of museums in the 

co-creation of identity (RQ.2.B, RQ.4.B), and the socially inclusive museum (RQ.5). Care 

should be taken in the formulation of any generalizations in museum research due to the unique 

nature of the population studied: museums. The population of this research study is not large 

(museum, n=5), and the individuals interviewed during the research (n=10). Thus, the researcher 

limited the study to a small, yet in-depth view of curatorial voice and the co-creation of identity. 

The participant sample is purposive and utilized expert elicitation to target those individuals with 

key curatorial knowledge, i.e., museum curatorial staff (“Purposive sampling | Lærd 

Dissertation,” 2012). This limitation is mitigated partially by the addition of contextual research 

gathered in tandem with the interviews: examination of the exhibits, museum, and museum 

collection. This research is also limited geographically, and culturally to the location of the 

museums examined, namely North America. However, some generalizations concerning the 

gatekeeping mechanisms of curatorial voice transcend geographic location and culturally unique 

collections. 

The qualitative nature of this research study, utilizing intensive interviews, contains 

inherent limitations such as ethical considerations, sample size, and financial costs. The ethical 

consideration inherent in intensive interviewing is the unbalanced power relationship between 

researcher and participant within the conversation. Interview questions posed by researchers 
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should prompt dialogue, but should not provoke distress. As with any research study, this 

dissertation is subject to the bias of the researcher. 

 Sample size is a dilemma with the time requirement needed for intensive interviewing, 

and this quandary is exacerbated within the field of museum research: the number of curators 

within museums is limited, especially in proportion to the number of available museum visitor 

interviewees. Additionally, intensive interviews are somewhat costly: both participant and 

researcher needed to allocate valuable time to the interview process; physical space for the 

interview had to be arranged; and the researcher also incurred financial cost. The researcher’s 

financial costs included air travel to all five museums, housing, and museum admission. Despite 

these limitations, in-person intensive interviewing provided greater understanding of museum 

curators and the gatekeeping mechanisms of curatorial voice.  

The subsequent use of Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) to describe the 

qualitative data, and to analyze the data, contains inherent limitations and allows for only a 

degree of  “modest” generalization (Rihoux & Ragin, 2009). It is necessary for the researcher to 

consciously utilize QCA beyond the first stage of data summation: to check the coherence of 

data, seek the testing of hypothesis and connections to existing theories, and ultimately dare to 

propose the generation of new theory (Rihoux & Ragin, 2009). 

1.3.4 Definitions of Terms 

Co-Creation: The act of creating together. Louise Govier defines co-creation for 

museums as “working with our audiences (both existing and new) to create something together: 

it could be meaning or interpretation; a space or exhibition; an online resource or collective 

response” (Govier, 2009, p. 3). 

Co-Curated: An exhibit or a museum that is curated by multiple individuals or groups. 

Often, this term applies to exhibits that involve dialogue or negotiation with community groups 

(Littler & Naidoo, 2005). 

Cultural Heritage: The International Council on Museums (ICOM) draws from several 

definitions of cultural heritage. The reason for drawing on more than one definition is rooted in 

two notions: first, that culture is tangible and intangible; second, that culture is transmissible, or a 

transmission from one human to the next. ICOM takes seriously the protection of tangible and 

intangible cultural heritage. According to ICOM, “Heritage is a cultural process or performance 

that is concerned with the types of production and the negotiation of cultural identity, individual 
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and collective memory, and social and cultural values” (Smith, 2007). ICOM also consistently 

advocates the inherent flexibility of the term cultural heritage: “If we accept that heritage is the 

result of the founding of a certain number of values, this implies that these values are the basis of 

heritage. These values should be examined, but also – sometimes – contested" (Desvallees & 

Mairesse, 2010, p. 41) 

Contested Subject Matter: Contested subject matter is inherently culturally sensitive 

material. It is significant to society in immeasurable ways. Examples of contested subject matter 

include: human remains, materials of sacred significance, and objects representative of societal 

divisions. The ICOM code of ethics gives specific directives to museum professionals as to the 

collection, preservation, repatriation, restitution, display, exhibition, researcher use and 

interpretation of sensitive materials (ICOM, 2006). 

Curator / Curatorial Staff: The curator is the custodian responsible for the museum and 

exhibits. The “curatorial staff” refers to the individuals who are responsible for the museum, both 

employee and volunteer (ICOM, 2006). The term “curator” originated from the Latin verb 

“curare,” roughly translated “to take care of”(George, 2015, p. 2). The term “curator” is utilized 

to describe the “keeper” of objects, information, and antiquities, but now also applies to those 

who take on “a curatorial role that has more responsibility, including additional research, writing, 

and connoisseurship”(George, 2015, pp. 2–4). For the purposes of this dissertation, the 

researcher and interview participants utilized the terms “museum professional,” “museum staff,” 

“curator,” and “curatorial staff” interchangeably.  

Curatorial Voice: Curatorial voice is the message received by museum-goers throughout 

the exhibit, a message that may relay intent or museum authority (Leinhardt, Crowley, & 

Knutson, 2002). 

Exhibit: An exhibit is “a communication medium based on objects and their 

complementary elements, presented in a predetermined space, that uses special interpretation 

techniques and learning sequences that aim at the transmission and communication of concepts, 

values and/or knowledge” (Herreman, 2004, p. 91). 

Gatekeeper: A gatekeeper is an individual considered to have authority or power, and is 

characterized by partiality within a given context (Lewin, 1947, p. 145). An Information 

Gatekeeper is an individual with the authority to control the flow of information within a given 

context. 
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Gatekeeping Mechanisms: Gatekeeping Mechanisms are the information control tools 

utilized by gatekeepers upon the flow of information, impacting the information received by the 

gated. These mechanisms are described in detail in Appendix B.  

Gatekeeping Theory: Gatekeeping Theory, as developed by Information Science, 

examines the transfer of information within a given context. The presence of a gatekeeper 

promotes a monitored situation in which the gatekeeper utilizes gatekeeping mechanisms, such 

as information selection, deletion, and hording, upon the intended recipients. These information 

recipients are “the gated” ones and may vary in the level of control they have over the 

information within the context (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, p. 1496).  

Identity: An initial definition of identity is,, “The particular being any person is, whatever 

it is about each of us that distinguishes you or me from others, draws from the parts of our 

existence together, persists through changes, or opens the way to becoming who we might or 

should be” (Rounds, 2006, p. 133; Seigel, 2005, p. 3).  

Identity Work: “Identity work” is described as, “The process through which we construct, 

maintain, and adapt our sense of personal identity, and persuade other people to believe in that 

identity” (Rounds, 2006, p. 134). 

Impact: "Impact," specifically operationalized for museum research by Carol Scott, draws 

on Landry et al. to be defined as, “Those effects that go beyond the artefacts and the enactment 

of the event . . . and have a continuing influence upon, and directly touch, people’s lives” 

(Landry et al., in Scott, 2003). 

Intensive Interviewing: Intensive or In-depth interviewing is a format for conducting 

qualitative research. Intensive interviewing consists of a dialogue between the researcher and the 

participant in which the researcher guides the discussion. The relationship between researcher 

and participant is not necessarily an equal one, as the researcher has targeted questions, prompts, 

and a strategy for the conversation. 

Museum:  A museum is internationally defined as, “A non-profit making permanent 

institution in the service of society and of its development, open to the public, which acquires, 

conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and 

enjoyment, the tangible and intangible evidence of people and their environment” (ICOM, 2006).  
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Qualitative Comparative Analysis: Qualitative Comparative Analysis is a method for 

examining the data of a “case oriented” study in order to “engage in a dialogue between cases 

and theories” (Rihoux & Ragin, 2009). 

1.4 Overview of Subsequent Chapters 

This dissertation begins with an extensive literature review in Chapter Two. Each key 

concept introduced in this overview chapter is situated within the appropriate available literature 

in Chapter Two, and is organized in a manner similar to the presentation within this overview. 

The literature review contains historical backgrounds, paradigmatic framework explanations, and 

summaries of current research studies in similar foci to this dissertation. 

ChapterThree further explores the research methodology outlined in this overview 

chapter. Significant connections between the research methodology and the paradigmatic 

framework of this dissertation are highlighted and appropriately sourced.  

 Qualitative research findings are presented in Chapter Four. Research findings are 

organized in two sections: part one, descriptive analysis of each museum; part two, comparative 

analysis of the five museums. The organization of Chapter Four reflects the unique nature of 

each of the museums, but also attempts to reflect upon the similarities and differences across the 

five museums.  

 In Chapter Five, the researcher explored the findings, and explained the relationship 

between the research findings and the research questions. In this chapter, the researcher 

attempted to interpret the findings to offer possible answers to the dissertation research 

questions. 

In Chapter Six, the researcher presents conclusions and suggestions for further research. 

As this dissertation is focused upon the role of museum practitioners in the socially inclusive 

museum, it is imperative that this chapter delivers suggestions for further research and articulate 

applications for museum professionals. 
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Figure 1.1 Research Problem Overview with Research Questions Chart 

Curatorial Voice

• RQ.1. What are the perceptions of museum professionals concerning curatorial voice in a 

museum responsible for handling contested subject matter? 

• RQ.3. What does curatorial voice look like in museums handling contested subject matter?

Gatekeeper Theory 

& Co-Creation of 

Identity

•RQ.2. How might two theoretical lenses, gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, help 

us understand the perceptions of museum professionals? 

• RQ.2.A. What are the gatekeeping mechanisms employed by curatorial staff in a museum 

handling contested subject matter?

• RQ.2.B. How does curatorial staff perceive their role in the co-creation of identity in 

museums handling contested subject matter?

• RQ.4. How might two theoretical lenses, gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, help 

us understand the manifestations of curatorial voice in museums handling contested subject 

matter?

• RQ.4.A. What does use of gatekeeping mechanisms in the curation of exhibits look like in 

museums handling contested subject matter?

• RQ.4.B. What does the co-creation of identity look like in the exhibits of museums handling 

contested subject matter?

The Socially 

Inclusive Museum

• RQ.5. In what ways do curatorial voice, co-creation of identity, and gatekeeping mechanisms 

thematically connect with the socially inclusive goals of museums handling contested subject 

matter?  
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Figure 1.2 Research Overview Chart 

 

 

Figure 1.3 Research Timeline  

•Extensive Literature Review

January 2014

•Preparation of Study Protocol & Instrument

May 2014

• IRB Approval

•Pilot Study at the Tallahassee Museum

September 2014

•Prospectus Preparation & Defense

April 2015

•Data Collection on Site at five Museums

May - October 2015

•Data Analysis

June - November 2015

•Dissertation Writing

October 2015 -March 2016

•Dissertation Defense

April 1 2016

•Dissemination of Findings

April 2016 -
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this Chapter is to situate this dissertation research within the body of 

existing relevant literature. The historical and philosophical roots of the five key concepts 

introduced in Chapter One will be traced. Prominent research studies have been examined for 

this literature review in order to situate this dissertation research within the growing body of 

museum knowledge. 

2.2 Key Concept 1: Identity and Co-Creation in Museums 

2.2.1   Significance of Identity Work within Museums 

The importance of identity work within museums cannot be underestimated. Museums, 

and in reality, museum professionals, have a unique role of in the co-creation of individual and 

collective identities of museum visitors. Identity creation is important because we intuitively 

know that when individuals have access to who we are, as a people,  – to our history-- that we 

become empowered to change our world. The socially inclusive museum challenges the museum 

visitor to face the personal nature of our identity, and in this way museums act as agents of social 

inclusion (Sandell, 1998). Museum professionals are participants in a dialogue of identity 

creation: museums are here to assist individuals and communities in the process of identity 

negotiation.  

2.2.2   Identity Versus Identity Work in Museums 

In order to understand the nature of this study, it is vital to differentiate between identity, 

as a concept, and identity work, as an actionable process. As defined previously, identity is,“The 

particular being any person is, whatever it is about each of us that distinguishes you or me from 

others, draws from the parts of our existence together, persists through changes, or opens the way 

to becoming who we might or should be” (Rounds, 2006, p. 133; Seigel, 2005, p. 3). Identity 

work is negotiation, or, “Process through which we construct, maintain, and adapt our sense of 

personal identity, and persuade other people to believe in that identity” (Rounds, 2006, p. 134). 

As a conceptual thing, identity, is that which a museum visitor brings to the museum, that which 

is altered by identity work within the museum, and that which the visitor then takes away from 
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the museum experience (Leinhardt, 2004). Although identity is often described by demographic 

observations, identity work is a process, and more difficult to readily observe than identity. 

Research conducted within museums handling contested subject matter allows for a highlighting 

of the identity work process, and adds visibility to the social inclusivity of the museum. 

2.2.3   Identity Work in Museums: Prior Research 

Falk, Dierking and others researched the role of  “identity” motivations for museum visits 

longitudinally, across multiple types of museums, zoos, and aquariums (Falk, 2000, 2009; Falk 

& Dierking, 1992; Falk, Heimlich, & Bronnenkant, 2008). They examined the assumption that 

visitors to the museum purposefully encountered museum exhibits because of their personal 

sense of identity. Museum visitor identity served as a basis of need to engage museum exhibits: 

visitor sensed a void in their identity, and therefore attended an exhibit to fulfill that need. This 

model is much like sense-making, a theory from Library and Information Science (LIS) in which 

a person senses a gap in their information and attempts to fill that gap (Zimmerman, Reeve, & 

Bell, 2009). Falk goes a bit further, and suggests that sometimes museum visits are motivated not 

by a gap in identity, but in order to fulfill the need of maintaining an identity (Falk, 2009). These 

prior researchers utilized an approach that reflected the influence of several paradigms borrowed 

from education research, visualizing the museum as a place of informal education, and applied 

conceptual frameworks from education. 

Much of the prior work done to examine identity-work in museums has been conducted 

in science museums, aquariums, and zoos. This study extends identity-work research into 

museums of cultural heritage, contested histories, and memorials. The importance of identity-

work in museums handling contested subject matter cannot be underestimated because society is 

dependent upon museums to present the tangible objects of contested history. Often museums are 

called upon to present an authoritative historical narrative for the purpose of collective memory.  

Despite the differences in museum subject matter, it is worthwhile to note that several 

researchers that have conducted longitudinal museum visitor studies centered on learning and 

identity. 

For example, museum researchers Gaea Leinhardt and Karen Knutson discuss their 

museum visitor study in Listening in on Museum Conversations (Leinhardt, 2004). Their 

research focused on a thematic analysis of museum visitor conversations. Participants were 

recorded prior to entering an exhibit, during an exhibit, and after viewing an exhibit (Leinhardt, 
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2004).The conversations were coded thematically, leading to Leinhardt and Knutson’s museum 

learning model. In this model, identity is, “That aspect of the visiting experience that is brought 

in through the door with the visiting group” (Leinhardt, 2004, p. xiv). Leinhardt and Knutson 

operationalized identity for measurement through three main areas: external characteristics 

(demographics), motivation (for the museum visit), and prior knowledge (Leinhardt, 2004, p. 

171). 

Although Leinhardt and Knutson view identity as a thing, they also acknowledge the 

significance of identity work as a negotiation process. They refer to the identity work as a 

dialogue or “conversation,” and emphasize that “conversation is the real moment of co-

construction of meaning” (Leinhardt, 2004, p. xv). Additionally, their research views identity as 

a “multifaceted, situationally defined construct” (Leinhardt, 2004, p. 51). This perspective of 

identity meshes well with social inclusion theory that addresses the multifaceted situationally 

defined problems of exclusion.  

Museum researcher John Falk also views identity as a “construct that has the potential to 

be a richly predictive variable since it is so specific and central to how people actually live their 

lives” (Falk, 2009, p. 75). Falk has researched museums longitudinally, including iterative tests 

with several thousand visitors in ten museums/zoos/aquariums. Through a process of visitor 

identity self-definition, Falk determined that “55% of all visitors were shown to possess a clear 

dominant identity-related visit motivation upon entering” (Falk, 2009, p. 84). A particularly 

interesting finding occurred during the off-peak museum season in which a dominant identity-

related motive was found in museum visitors nearly 100% of the time (Falk, 2009, p. 88). 

Despite the repeated, definitive appearance of Falk’s findings, he is cautious in his use of 

“identity as a meaningful research construct,” referring it as akin to “nailing Jell-O to the wall” 

(Falk, 2009, p. 76).  

Falk and Dierking contend that museum visitors socially construct their identity during 

the museum visit, and describe the memories embedded in the minds of museum-goers to be 

much more than regurgitation of a carefully constructed narrative (Falk, 2009). Memories, the 

seat of knowledge acquired, consist of a multi-dimensional space. In this space, a museum visitor 

assimilates the color of the museum walls, the lighting, the temperature, the smells coming from 

the café, and the giggles of a group of noisy school children. Somewhere, in the midst of those 
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memories, is the content of the exhibit, and the making of meaning (Falk, 2009; Kavanagh, 

2000).  

Museum researcher Jay Rounds is a contemporary of Falk, and emphasizes identity work 

as a process (Rounds, 2006). For the purposes of this dissertation research, identity-work is an 

on-going process. Museum visitors will have engaged in identity-work prior to their museum 

experience, during their museum experience, and afterwards, as well. In an attempt to generate a 

holistic approach to identity-work, this dissertation will draw on Leinhardt and Knutson: 

“Identity filters and shapes the experiences of visitors, but it is one of the dimensions that is 

changed as a result of an experience with a museum” (Leinhardt, 2004, p. xiv). 

2.3   Key Concept 2: Curatorial Voice 

2.3.1 Descriptions of the Curator 

Because curators, or curatorial staff, play an integral role in this dissertation research, a 

discussion of the various curator archetypes is in order. It is widely accepted that the term 

“curator” refers to the custodian of the museum, exhibits, or collections (ICOM, 2006). The term 

“curator” originated from the Latin verb “curare,” roughly translated “to take care of.”(George, 

2015, p. 2) The term “curator” as utilized to describe the “keeper” of objects, information, and 

antiquities, now also applies to those who take on “a curatorial role that has more responsibility, 

including additional research, writing, and connoisseurship” (George, 2015, pp. 2–4). In 

attempting to answer the fundamental question, “What is a curator?” Jennifer Morgan states that 

“most Western countries with an established museum system no doubt encompassed these 

curatorial typologies of caretaker and connoisseur” (Morgan, in Hoffmann, 2013, p. 23). Some 

definitions of the term “curator” depend on a Foucauldian perspective, in which, “The curator's 

role was (and arguably still is) intimately connected to the notion of educations; Visitors were 

taught not only curated histories, but curated ways of seeing and behaving in the museum” 

(Morgan in Hoffmann, 2013, p. 23). For the purposes of this dissertation, the researcher focuses 

on the socially inclusive role of the curator to generate dialogue through the gatekeeping 

mechanisms of curatorial voice. Adrian George notes, “Through selection of artists, through the 

juxtaposition and interpretation of their works, curators are able to generate a dialogue (or more 

accurately a trialogue) between the audience, the artist and the institution” (George, 2015, p. 13). 

In particular, this researcher drew upon George, and focused upon the role of curators as more 

than ‘keepers,’ but as gatekeepers. 
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2.3.2 Descriptions of Curatorial Voice 

The question arises: What is curatorial voice? Peter Walsh (1997) describes curatorial 

voice as the “Unassailable Voice: an essential part of the museum experience. It is an 

institutional tone and attitude that pervades museum labels, brochures, exhibitions, catalogues, 

audio-visual presentations, and now Web sites” (Walsh, 1997). For the museum visitor, 

curatorial voice is interwoven into the museum experience, providing organization, authority and 

authenticity to the ‘gestalt’ (Falk & Dierking, 1992). To the museum visitor, Walsh likened the 

sound of curatorial voice to the mythical disembodied voice of the Wizard of Oz (Walsh, 1997). 

Museum researchers have struggled to find an embodiment for curatorial voice that allows for 

scientific evaluation, and the changing societal role of museums has hastened the need to find 

such an embodiment for museums handling contested subject matter.  

2.3.3 Significance of Curatorial Voice within Museums 

Why do museums consider the presence of curatorial voice? The museum audience 

expects to discern a voice of authority, or curatorial voice, within an exhibit. Tony Bennett 

(1995) postulates that museums can “arrange their displays so as to simulate the organization of 

the world – human and natural- outside the museum walls” (Bennett, 1995, p. 126). This 

arrangement of the exhibit is both physical and intellectual, weaving an important tale for the 

audience. Although Bennett reminds us that “the question of how things get displayed in 

museums cannot be divorced from questions concerning the training of curators or the structures 

of museum control and management,” this is merely a component of the creation of curatorial 

voice (Bennett, 1995, p. 127). 

Multiple aspects of the museum experience, beginning with the original objects and 

artists, evoke curatorial voice. As an exhibit is developed, the researchers, curators, and 

designers refine a story line for the public audience. As the audience imbibes the exhibit, it 

listens to the curatorial voices presented by the docents and museum volunteers. Yet, there are 

additional voices involved within the museum context, among the family members, friends, and 

random others who share the museum at that very moment. Ultimately, each individual will 

gather the swirling voices of those present, both within the exhibit and within themselves, to 

construct meaning. Curatorial voice is the message received by museum-goers throughout the 

exhibit, a message that may relay intent or museum authority (Leinhardt, Crowley, & Knutson, 



21 

2002). For the purposes of this dissertation research, only the museum curator development of 

curatorial voice will be examined. This research will complement existing museum visitor 

studies illuminating the dialogue of identity work negotiation.  

2.3.4 Curatorial Voice: Prior Research 

Recent research into curatorial voice has centered on the evaluation of museum value. In 

particular, Carol Scott has endeavored to determine museum impact within society (Scott, 2003, 

2013). In Scott’s most recent work, curator Dr. Tom Wareham gives a reflection of curatorial 

voice in the development of “London’s Sugar and Slavery,” a permanent gallery at the Museum 

of London Docklands. In an examination of “the Public as Co-Producers,” Wareham explored 

the exchange of authority that accompanied an exchange of curatorial voice amongst the exhibit 

consultants. The curators of this exhibit experienced a definite feeling of “surrender” as they 

allowed external consultants to craft text and arrange displays (Scott, 2013, p. 101). Wareham 

explains that it was difficult to accept that this surrender to “alternative interpretations is not 

tantamount to abandoning historical accuracy” (Scott, 2013, p. 101). Although the “London’s 

Sugar and Slavery” gallery is an excellent example of collaborative curatorship, curatorial voice 

has not been analyzed in-depth using a specific theoretical framework. This dissertation attempts 

to fill that theoretical and practical gap within museums handling contested subject matter. 

2.4   Key Concept 3: Gatekeeper Theory 

2.4.1 Historical Framework of Gatekeeper Theory 

Kurt Lewin, researcher and theorist in psychology, coined the term gatekeeper, in 1947 

(Deutsch, 1992). The gatekeeper was an individual considered to have authority or power, and 

characterized by partiality within a given context (Lewin, 1947, p. 145). Lewin targeted for 

examination those with “key positions” within a household, dubbing these prominent individuals 

gatekeepers (Lewin, 1947, p. 143). Moreover, he identified these gatekeepers with the intent of 

developing formats for influencing the entire household through the gatekeepers. His 

investigation of household food provision led him to identify housewives as the gatekeepers for 

family nutrition. Lewin articulated his view that, should the government wish to change the 

nutrition habits of the population, then that change would have to be delivered through 

household gatekeepers: the housewives (Lewin, 1947). The concept of housewives may seem 

antiquated in the discussion of national nutrition today, yet the concept of gatekeeper is salient to 
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the continued discussion of the provision of curatorial voice. If museums are to identify the 

sources of curatorial voice, with the intent of influencing and shaping these voices, then a 

mechanism for identification must be developed.  

2.4.2 Development of Gatekeeper Theory by LIS Researchers 

In the simplest form, gatekeeper theory describes the processes and players associated 

with the transfer of information within a given context. In the journey from one individual to 

another, information must pass through a gate (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008). The presence of a 

gatekeeper promotes a monitored situation in which the gatekeeper utilizes gatekeeping 

mechanisms, such as information selection, deletion, and hording, upon the intended recipients. 

These information recipients are “the gated” ones and may vary in the level of control they have 

over the information within the context (Barzilai-Nahon, 2008, p. 1496). This information 

transfer theater, complete with gatekeeping actors, and multidimensional relationships, is the 

basis of Gatekeeper theory. Each gatekeeper has a rationale for the approach taken in exercising 

gatekeeping mechanisms, and much research has been done to explore these rationales (Barzilai-

Nahon, 2009, p. 8). Museums are also theater, complete with actors, and multidimensional 

relationships. It follows logically, then, that there is an application for Gatekeeper theory within 

a museum context. 

In using Gatekeeper theory, caution must be applied to the interpretation of its usage. All 

too often, Gatekeeper theory is associated with theories of social domination. However, the true 

power of Gatekeeper theory is to reveal the influence of individuals within a context. A museum 

context will benefit from the application of Gatekeeper theory for the evaluation of curatorial 

voice only if the theory is utilized for the revelation of relationships, not exploitation of 

individuals. This usage draws upon the theoretical refinements made by Metoyer-Duran (1991). 

She traced gatekeeper theory as developed by Lewin (1947), through its use by Kurtz (1968), 

and by Monroe throughout the 1970s (Metoyer-Duran, 1991). Metoyer-Duran explored 

gatekeepers in ethnolinguistic communities, exploring their role as “persons who help 

individuals gain access to resources needed to solve problems” (Metoyer-Duran, 1991). 

Metoyer-Duran’s ethnolinguistic gatekeepers acted as a bridge between distinctly different 

communities. The actions and motivations of these gatekeepers became the starting point for 

development of a taxonomic model of gatekeepers. Metoyer-Duran’s gatekeeper taxonomy, 

when charted, reveals the spectrum of possible gatekeeper roles: positive, negative and neutral. 
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Beyond the theoretical revelations, Metoyer-Duran’s taxonomy has applications for 

understanding curatorial voice and social inclusion in museums handling contested subject 

matter.  

2.4.3 The Evolution of Gatekeeper Theory in LIS Research 

Traditional gatekeeping models focus on the individual gatekeeper, yet Network 

Gatekeeping Theory (NGT) realizes that the mere possession of necessary attributes does not 

make an individual a gatekeeper. The role of gatekeeper is divided by Nahon into two 

dimensions, “authority and functional” (Barzilai-Nahon in Fisher, Erdelez, & McKechnie, 2005, 

p. 249). In disbursing the role of gatekeeper along the dimensional lines authority and function, 

research may then examine the gatekeeping role of curatorial voice as it moves amongst people 

and institutions. In Network Gatekeeping Theory, the role of gatekeeper is not permanently 

established and may in fact move throughout the context. Nahon states, “Even if one has the 

discretion to control information, the context determines the role” (Nahon, 2011, p. 758), 

suggesting that at times, the gated choose to be gated, and designate an individual to be their 

gatekeeper. In stark contrast to traditional gatekeeper models, Nahon ventures to suggest, “The 

emergence and maturity of the life cycle of gatekeepers in networks depend on a recursive 

relationship with the gated” (Nahon, 2011, p. 761). Implications for research can be drawn from 

examples of social media movements, in which the gated have crowned their gatekeeper, 

essentially substituting one gatekeeper for another. Examples of gatekeeper exchanges cite the 

Arab Spring use of Twitter in 2011, and the alignment of the gate by the gated through the use of 

Facebook’s liking function (Nahon, 2011). 

Nahon proposes that the wide spread use of technology has granted researchers the 

opportunity to see the transformation of the transient elites, the dynamics of power, and the 

“duality of dependency and control” (Nahon, 2011, p. 765). If Nahon is correct, the technology 

that distributes curatorial voice amongst the masses also grants researchers a new vantage point 

in the discovery of networks and power, and that the unit of analysis in gatekeeping is at the 

community level. The usage of NGT allows for the justification of analysis at the community 

level rather than the individual level. 
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2.4.4 Gatekeeper Theory for Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter 

Gatekeeper theory, especially as developed by LIS research, divides the mechanisms of 

gatekeeping and assigns gatekeeping roles to each gatekeeper within a given context. For 

example, an analysis of curatorial voice benefits from gatekeeper attributes such as the 

“facilitator,” as described by Metoyer-Duran (1991). She portrays the “facilitator” as having 

“internalized a set of experiences, attitudes, and values that are more positive than negative. The 

individual believes that information and information providers can make a positive contribution 

to his or her ability to effect change” (Metoyer-Duran, 1991, p. 333). Museum professionals are 

the guardians and presenters of information; it naturally follows that the ultimate goal of museum 

professionals is to facilitate the transfer of information from object to museum visitor. As the 

role of museums transforms from object-oriented to story-oriented, understanding the 

gatekeeping nature of curatorial voice, especially in a facilitating role, becomes essential. 

Gatekeeper theory regarding the facilitator may be applied to the practical application of 

evaluating curatorial voice. Insight into the intention and rationale of gatekeepers may be gained 

by the usage of qualitative techniques such as interviews, focus groups, and self-reflection 

journals. The more clearly museum gatekeepers can articulate their rationale and mechanisms, 

the more accurate the evaluation of curatorial voice will be.  

The facilitator functions in a positive manner within the gatekeeper theory. Yet, the 

application of gatekeeper theory in the evaluation of curatorial voice will also benefit from 

Metoyer-Duran’s (1991) gatekeeper profile of the impeder. As the name implies, the impeder, 

utilizes gatekeeper functions to control, or block, the flow of information from the gated. The 

impeder views his or her “primary role as that of guarding cultural values and ensuring the 

maintenance of traditional social institutions and forms of interaction” (Metoyer-Duran, 1991, p. 

334). Gatekeeper theory reveals a spectrum of individuals functioning as gatekeepers: the 

facilitator functions in a positive manner; the impeder functions in a negative manner; and the 

unaffiliated utilizes gatekeeping mechanisms in a neutral way. Metoyer-Duran’s profile of the 

unaffiliated, a gatekeeper who “lack[s] formal affiliations to either local institutions or agencies” 

could further museum researchabout participatory museum visitors, as well as curatorial voice 

(Metoyer-Duran, 1991, p. 336; Simon, 2010). Gatekeeper profiles such as the broker, 

“facilitators who concurrently function in two cultures,” linking two groups without adding 

value, are extremely valuable in a museum context (Metoyer-Duran, 1991, p. 337). 
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Understanding roles and relationships amongst the sources of curatorial voice will assist in the 

promotion of practical solutions for museum community relationships. For example, another role 

is that of the affiliated, a gatekeeper who is “formally linked to other institutions, agencies, 

organizations,” and could be identified as associated with local community groups (Metoyer-

Duran, 1991, p. 338). 

Of particular interest to the field of Library and Information Science, and in particular 

Museum Informatics, is Metoyer-Duran’s gatekeeper profile of the information professional. The 

traditional role of many museum professionals is that of preservationist: collecting, curating, and 

displaying objects of significance. The curatorial voice of archivists, librarians, and docents may 

be associated with the information professional, which is a trained individual, or representative 

of “professional knowledge workers and institutionally based information providers” (Metoyer-

Duran, 1991, p. 338). However, the mission of museums is changing, and as museums move 

from object preservation to promotion of social agendas, an examination of curatorial voice 

should include the gatekeeper profile leader/executive (Chen, 2007). Metoyer-Duran also 

describes leaders who “facilitate change, and develop and implement strategy” (Metoyer-Duran, 

1991, p. 340). As museums hope to construct a socially relevant curatorial voice, practical 

evaluation strategies should include an examination of the leader profile, granting powerful 

insights for museums.  

As museums struggle to understand their communities and their shifting role within 

society, the application of Gatekeeper theory to museum community evaluation is salient. 

Museum researchers can apply gatekeeper profiles to the sources of curatorial voice that have 

been identified and give practical community insights to museums. In the milieu of the museum, 

multiple agents can perform gatekeeping: curators, exhibit designers, docents, volunteers, and 

the museum visitors. It is important to note that curatorial voice may also exist in the community 

gatekeepers who utilize their joint roles of museum volunteer and community leader, exercising 

mechanisms of connection. In this capacity, community gatekeepers act “as information 

intermediaries who move between cultures, linking their community members with alternatives 

or solutions” (Agada, 1999, p. 75).  

2.4.5 Gatekeeper Theory for Museums: Technological Considerations 

Museums are as unique as the communities in which they exist. Their gatekeeping 

mechanisms most likely vary considerably from one museum to the next, reflecting this 
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uniqueness. In particular, museums handling contested subject matter are custodians of specific 

culturally sensitive materials. As such custodians, their museums may benefit from the 

application of Gatekeeper theory as it allows for both a specific application to a given context 

and a degree of generalizable understanding across museums. Therefore, despite the uniqueness 

of each museum examined, generalizable characteristics of these gatekeeping mechanisms exist, 

e.g., curatorial voice is altered by the mechanism of object selection on the part of curators; 

curatorial voice is altered by the mechanism of text choice on the part of exhibit label designers; 

and curatorial voice is altered by the docent’s attempt to explain an academic subject in layman’s 

terms. The museum audience during and post-museum visit also alter curatorial voice. 

Individuals within the museum audience may influence each other, influencing the information 

examined by the audience, and as a result change the message of curatorial voice. Additionally, 

members of the museum audience, upon returning to their communities, may choose the 

information they share with non-museum goers. In this way, the untrained public alters the 

message of curatorial voice, acting as gatekeepers. Whether the curatorial voice resides in the 

museum professional or the community, certain general characteristics apply: curatorial voice 

can be directly expressed to the gated, re-interpreted for the gated, or blocked completely from 

the gated. For the purposes of re-imagining curatorial voice in gatekeeper theory, the gated 

should refer to the intended audience of the museum, the museum visitor(s). It is assumed that 

museum agents, such as docents, and curators do not function as gated in this scenario. It is 

understood that museum audiences, in turn, become gatekeepers for the communities in which 

they live. In the examination of museums handling contested subject matter, Gatekeeper theory 

allows for useful reflection of the socially inclusive role of curatorial voice. 

2.5   Key Concept 4: Social Inclusion Theory 

2.5.1 Historical Framework of Social Inclusion Theory: Roots of Exclusion 

The exploration of the term social inclusion begins with a historical examination of the 

antithesis: social exclusion. Provocative in nature, social exclusion became a tenet of Western 

European social studies during the 1970s. The flashpoint for these studies, French expansion of 

welfare systems, groaned under the growing weight of a pluralistic society. Social exclusion 

became the title of numerous economic and social injustices, essentially naming the problem 

without offering practical solutions. The ability to name societal woes granted authority to 

several decades of politicians who were self-appointed as champions for social justice (Silver, 



27 

1994). Social exclusion has come to represent a broad variety of problems not limited to welfare 

benefits, and not localized to France. By the mid-1990s the term social exclusion had become an 

essential part of western European political rhetoric, and a part of museum studies discussions. 

In completing the circle of political rhetoric, policy makers proposed solutions to exclusion 

under the term social inclusion. 

The origins of social exclusion, traced by Hilary Silver, set the tone for an enlightened 

discussion of the development of social exclusion/inclusion theory. Silver divides the lenses for 

viewing the origins of social exclusion into three paradigms: solidarity, specialization, and 

monopoly (Silver, 1994). Silver notes the “symbolic politics” in which “the power to name a 

social problem has vast implications for the policies considered suitable to address it” (Silver, 

1994, p. 533). For politicians, the inherent power in pinpointing causes of social distress is 

essential for the maintaining or changing of the status quo. Complicating the rhetoric is the 

substantial issue of defining social exclusion, and as Silver remarks, “The expression is so 

evocative, ambiguous, multidimensional, and elastic that it can be defined in many different 

ways” (Silver, 1994, p. 536). 

The paradigm of solidarity, as described by Silver, arises from a strong devotion to 

French Republicanism, and the writings of Rousseau (Silver, 1994). Citing Martine Xiberras, 

Silver explains the paradigm in which social exclusion is seen as a break down in the unity of 

society. As the ties that bind an individual to the society are broken, the fabric of society 

becomes weaker. Inherent in this viewpoint, is the belief that social exclusion is dangerous not 

just to the marginalized individual, but also to the society as a whole. The solidarity paradigm 

influenced the understanding of social exclusion first in France, then in the European Union 

(Silver, 1994). Silver explains that, although the rhetoric of social exclusion has been utilized in 

the United States, it has been tempered by a fundamentally different view of the Federal 

Government’s role in establishing the bonds of society (Silver, 1994). 

The paradigm of specialization has been noted by Silver to address the cultural and 

political pluralism that exists in modern western democracies. Individuals are members of 

spheres of society that denote politics, culture, skills, etc. The spheres of society may interact, 

overlap, or be extremely isolated. The degree to which an individual can cross the specialized 

barriers from one sphere to the next may be expressed in terms of social exclusion. The ability to 

bridge societal barriers has been described in terms of social capital, and with economic imagery 
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such as ‘cultural currency.’ When described negatively, exclusion is termed ‘discrimination.’  

Silver ascribes a liberal individualism ideology to the specialization paradigm, drawing on 

authors such as Locke and Madison (Silver, 1994). 

The paradigm of monopoly, as described by Silver, is a third lens for studying social 

exclusion (Silver, 1994). In the monopoly paradigm, exclusion is the tension between classes, for 

power and for obtaining a monopoly on resources. Not surprisingly, Silver extracts ideas for this 

paradigm from Marx and Weber (Silver, 1994). This paradigm is deeply entrenched in the 

concepts of social democracy and conflict theory. Exclusion exists in this paradigm as a function 

of class struggle.  

2.5.2 The Refining of Social Inclusion Theory 

Social inclusion is often the “assumed corollary” to social exclusion, being 

conceptualized solely in relation to exclusion (Rawal, 2008, p. 172). In this perspective, social 

inclusion and exclusion are “inseparable sides of the same coin” (Rawal, 2008, p. 172). The term 

“social inclusion” has been attached to social and economic theories, and it has become, since 

the 1970s, enmeshed in the government policies of Western Europe and the United Kingdom 

(UK) (Bernhard, 2011; Dodd & Sandell, 2001; Newman & McLean, 2006). The ambiguous 

discourse on social inclusion often contains descriptors such as ‘combating’ and ‘mitigating’ 

social exclusion, yet it rarely stands alone as its own term; often, it is explained in terms of being 

a response to social exclusion (Rawal, 2008).  

The strength of social inclusion theory is also its weakness: flexibility. The flexibility of 

social inclusion theory allows diverse usage, but promotes little agreement between researchers. 

The discourse of politicians has been steeped in the considerations of being socially inclusive, 

and the focus of funded research in Western Europe and the UK. Yet, the extensive use of the 

term is a testament to its ambiguity, as it may be readily adapted to fit conveniently into diverse 

usage (Rawal, 2008; Silver, 1994; Tlili, 2008). The definition of inclusive solutions remains 

subject to the desires of political juggernauts, thus creating multiple meanings of the term.  

2.5.3 Social Inclusion in Museums: Prior Research 

The ambiguous nature of social inclusion theory terminology is found throughout the 

layers of society, including the many levels of museum professionals (Tlili, 2008). Tlili (2008) 

conducted a series of interviews with museum professionals at four UK institutions. A cross-
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section of the staff was interviewed concerning their own perceptions of social inclusion, and the 

role of museums in social inclusion. Tlili determined that within those four UK museums, 

“Social inclusion has redefined the organizational priorities and the organizational identity of the 

museum, thus causing a ripple effect on the professional cultures and identities within the 

museum, and the balance of power between these” (Tlili, 2008, p. 142). The 2000 GLLAM 

report, a production of the Research Centre for Museums and Galleries at the University of 

Leicester, reflected exploratory research within 22 museums across the UK. The GLLAM 

research faced difficulties due to the various definitions of social inclusion, a term deemed by the 

researchers to be “fuzzy” (Research Centre for Museums and Galleries, 2000, p. 18). 

Tlili carefully interviewed a cross-section of museum personnel, gaining multiple 

perspectives. In doing so, his work illuminated the organizational divisions within the museum. 

His particular approach quickly revealed the ambiguity of the term social inclusion. He refers to 

social inclusion as both “generic” and complex as it is an “object of struggle as it lends itself to 

multiple and conflicting social ontologies and causal explanations” (Tlili, 2008, pp. 123-124). In 

interviewing museum curators concerning their definitions of social inclusion, they 

predominately referred to social inclusion as an accessibility issue. Curator interpretation of 

social inclusion policy centered on making the museum accessible to marginalized community 

groups. Upon deeper examination, it became apparent that under New Labour government in the 

UK, that making the museum accessible was necessary to increase museum attendance among 

underrepresented groups. Under New Labour, museums became government funded and 

entrance fees per visitor were no longer collected. In turn, museums were expected to increase 

museum attendance in a way that would reflect the demographics of the population of Britain. 

For the museum professionals interviewed by Tlili, social inclusion was no longer a concept 

concerning broad social change, but a label for museum attendance quotas.  

Social inclusion theory has unintended consequences on policy, and in turn an impact on 

museum professional identity. Museum professionals interviewed by Tlili (2008) discussed their 

role in social inclusion in terms of numerical increases of marginalized community attendees. 

Museum professionals reported a perceived threat to their professional identity due to the 

emphasis placed by policy makers on proving the numerical changes. Tlili contends that the 

strength of social inclusion theory is countered by the weakness introduced to museum 

professional identity.  
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Tlili contends that museum professionals have changed the nature of social inclusion in 

museums such that, “The organizational ‘construct’ of social inclusion is to a great extent 

governed by a numerical logic” (Tlili, 2008, p. 143). It should be noted that Tlili’s study included 

only the reflection of those working within the museum, and not perceptions of those 

professionals associated with an inclusive museum, but outside the institution. If the influence of 

social inclusion policy is to be further studied, the perceptions of museum outsiders may yield a 

more complete picture. 

The ambiguity of social inclusion theory extends beyond terminology to scope of 

application. Until recently, social inclusion theory has been focused on application to the 

economic and political aspects of exclusion. Historically, research into social inclusion theory 

articulates an acknowledgement of cultural dimensions of exclusion without addressing the 

solutions to cultural exclusion. Social inclusion theory may be refined through research to 

become more balanced in its approach to the multiple dimensions of exclusion. An important 

outcome of refining social inclusion theory should be the ability to account more accurately for 

the cultural needs of those being marginalized. 

2.5.4 Social Inclusion Theory for Museums  

Social inclusion theory began to strongly inform research in Western European and UK 

museums by 2000. In 1999-2000, Professors Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Richard Sandell, Theano 

Moussouri, and Helen O’Rain led a team of researchers to study twenty-two UK museums, 

resulting in the GLLAM report (Research Centre for Museums and Galleries, 2000, p. 55). 

Through open and exploratory methods, the researchers discovered that “the lack of policies and 

support” contributed to an “invisibility of the work being done” by museum professionals 

(Research Centre for Museums and Galleries, 2000, p. 55). As with the research of Tlili (2008), 

the ambiguity of social inclusion, and “diverse terminology” was revealed by interviews 

conducted. Additionally, these researchers reported a surprising lack of evaluation of social 

inclusivity and a sincere lack of social inclusion advocacy on the part of museum professionals 

(Research Centre for Museums and Galleries, 2000, p. 55).  

Research into social inclusion in museums gained popularity after the publication of 

Richard Sandell’s 1998 seminal “Museums as Agents of Social Inclusion.” Sandell proposed the 

identification of the social inclusivity of any museum in his typology. His article brought the 

social purpose of the museum to the forefront of museology once again, defining the scope of 
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museum responsibilities. In his article, Sandell articulates the need for continued research into 

museums and social inclusion; in particular he calls for the measurement of the social changes 

that occur due to museum influence (Sandell, 1998). Sandell proposes that social exclusion is a 

multi-faceted phenomenon that negatively affects the social, economic, political, and cultural life 

of both the individual and the society (Sandell, 1998). The social aspect of exclusion is seen in 

the lack of access to employment opportunities, welfare opportunities, and social opportunities. 

It can also be described as lacking the relationships needed to be a part of the fabric of society, 

i.e., family and friends. An individual lacking the means to buy admission to a museum is 

unlikely to attend. Political problems are inherent within social exclusion because those who are 

disenfranchised from society are less likely to participate in the political process, and much less 

likely to be agents for change. Perhaps the most obviously related aspect of museums has to do 

with the cultural issues of social exclusion. How museums represent cultures and ask cultures to 

participate in the making of exhibits directly impacts the inclusivity or exclusivity of a museum 

(Sandell, 1998). 

To explore the diverse meanings of social inclusion, and the term's application in 

multiple museum settings, Dodd and Sandell (2001) co-authored Including Museums: 

Perspectives on Museums, Galleries, and Social Inclusion. This publication from the University 

of Leicester’s Research Centre for Museums and Galleries gathered the voices of museum 

professionals, researchers, health and social services professionals, artists, and historians. This 

group brought multiple perspectives to the examination of social inclusion but with one purpose 

in mind: “that cultural organisations have both the potential to effect positive social change and a 

responsibility to do so” (Dodd & Sandell, 2001, p. i). Social inclusion theory directs museums in 

the fulfillment of social responsibility, and directs researchers to explore the scope of those 

responsibilities. 

Social inclusion theory has informed prior research in museums by illuminating the 

epistemological foundations of museum professionals. Tlili (2008) concluded that,  

“Museum professionals’ perceptions, views and experiences rest on two distinct 

epistemological grounds: one is rooted in approaching the museum as an organization in 

its own right, which requires theoretical and analytic tools drawn from the broad field of 

the sociology of organizations; the other derives from the grounded critical ethnography 

of cultural policy effects” (Tlili, 2008, p. 124). 
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Museum professionals have often linked their philosophical foundations to their subject expertise 

(anthropology, archeology), and more recently with a professional creed as articulated by the 

International Council on Museums (ICOM). In accordance with ICOM, “Museums work in close 

collaboration with the communities from which their collections originate as well as those they 

serve” (ICOM, 2013, p. 10). Museum professionals are able to draw from the guidance of ICOM 

to inform their work, and museum researchers should be mindful of the role that professional 

organizations such as ICOM play in the construction of their philosophical foundations. 

2.5.5 Application of Social Inclusion Theory in Library and Information Science 

In the realm of museum practice, the introduction of social inclusion theory has had an 

unknown influence. Research into social inclusion theory applications in Library and 

Information Science and Museology is significant, as it will break new ground in both LIS and 

Museology. Social Inclusion theory has not been widely used within Library and Information 

Science. In recent years the topic of social inclusivity has been broached in several LIS 

discussions: the socially exclusive nature of Library of Congress Subject Headings; the role of 

local libraries in the cultural assimilation of immigrants; the local library as an agent of social 

inclusion of homeless persons; and the social purpose of libraries to reach those marginalized by 

information poverty (Askonas & Stewart, 2000; Caidi & Allard, 2005; Hendry, 2000; Hodgetts 

et al., 2008). The few articles concerning LIS and social inclusion theory have not generated new 

theory or practical methods for combating social exclusion. Prior research into museums has 

benefitted from LIS theories such as Communities of Practice, and Sense Making. This 

dissertation research into social inclusion theory application within museums, as information 

organizations, will bring a new perspective to our understanding of the social role of museums. 

Communities of Practice, an information behavior theory, was developed by researchers 

Lave and Wenger (1991) and has research applications in a museum context (Wenger, 1998). In 

particular, the museum professional community may be viewed as a community of practice 

(Kelly, Cook, & Gordon, 2006). For Wenger, a community of practice is, “The site where 

collective learning is accumulated into social practices” (Fisher et al., 2005, p. 104). Kelly et al. 

conducted a series of case studies in Australian museums to examine collaborative forms of 

museum audience research. The researchers determined that collaborative, iterative, longitudinal 

forms of audience participation in exhibit creation and evaluation could be viewed from a 

communities of practice perspective (Kelly et al., 2006, p. 66). 
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Sense-Making, an information behavior theory developed by Brenda Dervin, has been 

used in the research of museums as well as libraries (Dervin, 1998). Sense-Making is generally 

considered a methodological theory (Fisher et al., 2005, p. 26). The key metaphor in Sense-

Making is that of an individual attempting to bridge an information gap. In Sense-Making, the 

researcher is driven to account for spatial, temporal, and context clues utilized by the individual 

to bridge that gap.  

Researchers Heather Zimmerman, Suzanne Reeve, and Philip Bell utilized Dervin’s 

Sense-Making methodological theory in “Family Sense-Making Practices in Science Center 

Conversations” (Zimmerman et al., 2009). Sense-Making provided both a theoretical framework 

and a practical methodology for understanding the family conversations used to make meaning 

in museums, stating: “We take a sense-making approach to understand learning processes, 

meaning that we study talk, gesture, and related interactions to understand how someone comes 

to attribute meaning to a novel phenomenon that they see, hear, or otherwise experience” 

(Zimmerman et al., 2009, p. 480). Although Sense-Making has been applied to study the 

individual and group conversations of museum exhibits, it has not been done so on a large scale. 

Sense-Making also has not been used to examine the perceptions of social inclusion within a 

museum context. 

2.5.6 Advantages of the Application of Social Inclusion Theory in the Study of Museums, 

Museum Professionals, and Museum Visitors 

Social inclusion theory aligns well philosophically with theories of the social 

construction of reality. Berger and Luckmann (1967) propose that reality is co-constructed by 

individuals in context, or situation (Berger, 1990). From this perspective, knowledge and identity 

cannot be generated in a context void of society (Sutton, 1993, p. 415). Social inclusion 

emphasizes that society holds both a role in exclusive problems and in inclusive solutions. An 

application of social inclusion theory may be apparent in a policy that targets economic 

intervention within a community. In a museum context, social inclusion may propose the active 

participation of marginalized groups in the collection of artifacts. 

Regardless of the museum exhibit content or the divisions within society, social inclusion 

theory focuses researcher attention holistically on the multiple agents and forces at work within 

the museum experience. 
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2.5.7 Advantages of the Application of Social Inclusion Theory in the Study of Museums 

Handling Contested Subject Matter 

Social Inclusion Theory extends the research of museums beyond traditional discussions 

of diversity and multiculturalism. In addressing the museological dilemma of museum 

presentation of cultural heritage, Levine wisely remarked, “There is no institutional stance 

adequate to another culture's art” (Karp & Lavine, 1991, p. 163). Social inclusion asserts the 

importance of including more than representations of marginalized communities, but in engaging 

marginalized communities in the co-creation of community heritage exhibits. Traditional 

approaches to community representation include diversity, in which differences are celebrated, 

and multiculturalism, in which the museum curates the differences and similarities between 

cultures (Sandell & Nightingale, 2012, p. 3). Social inclusion supports the role of community 

self-curation, engages in the examination of culturally sensitive materials, and amplifies the role 

of museum professionals as facilitators in information provision. Nightingale and Sandell 

explore the interwoven nature of equality, diversity and social justice in their book, Museums, 

Equality and Social Justice (Sandell & Nightingale, 2012, p. 3). Nightingale and Sandell 

acknowledge the role of the traditional museum as, “Often operated in ways which exclude, 

marginalize and oppress,” and propose that “there is growing support (and evidence) for the idea 

that museums can contribute towards more just equitable and fair societies” (Sandell & 

Nightingale, 2012, p. 3). Social inclusion theory, applied to museums handling contested subject 

matter, moves beyond traditional discussions of diversity and multiculturalism and enters the 

realm of social justice and equality. 

The key advantage of social inclusion theory is the awareness that this theory generates 

concerning marginalization and division within society. Social inclusion theory, birthed from the 

presence of social exclusion, directs the attention of citizens to the social problems at hand. 

Museums charged with handling contested subject matter are often caretakers of the very 

identity-related items that can contribute to inclusion or exacerbate exclusion within society. At a 

foundational level, social inclusion positively reassures society of two key assertions: yes, there 

is a problem in the society; and yes, there is a solution. In museums handling contested subject 

matter, there is a unique opportunity to observe social inclusion in action. Although this 

advantage may appear to be little more than rhetoric, it has provoked much research throughout 

Western Europe and the UK, and should not be discounted. In museum research, there is the 
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opportunity through social inclusion theory to realize that, “Contrary to conventional museum 

wisdom and discipline-based dogma, research and social action are not incompatible but are 

necessary allies” (Janes, 2009, p. 126). This dissertation research is especially illuminated by the 

constraint of participant museums handling contested subject matter.  

Although social inclusion theory has influenced both museum research and practice, the 

evaluation of museum impact upon marginalized groups has only just begun. Lynda Kelly notes 

in her Australian based museum research that there is no one template for measuring museum 

impact, no one set of indicators, and no precise path for mapping the relationship between 

museums and individuals/communities (Kelly, 2006). Researchers attempting museum impact 

evaluation generally agree that such assessments should connect back to the communities 

involved: the long-term impact of museums should be considered not only at the level of the 

visitor but also at the level of the communities that museums serve. Thus, understanding the 

long-term impact of museums enables a better understanding of how to serve and enrich 

communities, of which museums are a part (Falk, Dierking, & Foutz, 2007, p. 197; Kelly, 2005, 

2006; Kelly et al., 2006). This dissertation research should clearly link back to the local museum 

community, examining the social inclusivity of museums handling contested subject matter.  

2.5.8 Significance of Social Inclusion Theory in the Research of the Socially Inclusive 

Museum 

Social inclusion theory provokes the study of exclusion on a multidimensional level: 

cultural, economic, political, and social. Social inclusion theory allows for the recognition that 

there is no one solution to societal problems of division and marginalization. The 

multidimensional nature of exclusion, once revealed by social inclusion theory, may then be 

tackled by multidisciplinary teams. Previously used theories such as gatekeeping, communities 

of practice, and sense-making may be augmented by the addition of social inclusion theory 

perspective. 

The infancy of social inclusion terminology is problematic, yet it may offer researchers 

the opportunity to work with museum practitioners to design a standard vocabulary in research 

studies, such as this dissertation. A standardized social inclusion vocabulary is an important step 

in the production of valuable museum assessment tools. The demands of policy makers to 

produce measurable social change may be countered by industry definitions of social inclusion 

and museum professional associations. Social inclusion theory may serve as a framework to 
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guide the production of standardized vocabulary for the articulation of both the social role of the 

museum, and the significance of evaluating effectively that social role. 

The socially inclusive role of museum is unknown and unmeasured, despite the 

assumption that museums can and are acting as agents of social change. Sandell has asked, “If 

museums contribute toward the exclusion of groups and individuals from society, might they 

also possess the capability to help retrieve and re-integrate those excluded?” (Sandell, 1998, p. 

408). Museums wield tremendous power to change society, to uphold society, and to affirm 

society. Social inclusion advocates that everyone should have access to and be represented by 

museums, thus limiting the marginalization of particular groups. A question remains 

unanswered: to what degree, if any, does social inclusion theory influence museum policy, 

practice, and impact? 

In the example of Lynda Kelly’s research on social inclusion in Australian museums, 

policy makers have recognized the significance of social inclusion theory application for 

museum societal impact measurement. Kelly reports, “Museums Archives Libraries Council has 

taken a leading role in areas of social inclusion and measuring learning and impact across the 

cultural sector in the United Kingdom, which has provided a useful template for others to adapt 

and learn from” (Kelly et al., 2006, p. 68). As social inclusion theory is implemented in museum 

policy, practice, and evaluation, it will be even more necessary to publicize the social purpose of 

museums lest the work become invisible (Research Centre for Museums and Galleries, 2000). 

This dissertation research into social inclusion theory applications for museums may bring 

attention to the invisible work of museum professionals and further the social purpose of 

museums.  

2.6 Key Concept 5: Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter 

2.6.1 Culturally Sensitive Material 

The International Council on Museums (ICOM) has charged museums, and museum 

professionals with a code of ethics. This code states the primary purpose of the museum is to 

“preserve interpret and promote the natural and cultural inheritance of humanity” (International 

Council of Museums, 2006, p. vi). It is innately recognized that some material collected by 

museums is of a more sensitive nature than others. ICOM addresses the needs of “culturally 

sensitive material” within the code of ethics:  
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 “Collections of human remains and material of sacred significance should be acquired 

only if they can be housed securely and cared for respectfully. This must be 

accomplished in a manner consistent with professional standards and the interests and 

beliefs of members of the community, ethnic or religious groups from which the objects 

originated, where these are known”. (See also “culturally sensitive” 2.5,3.7; 4.3) (ICOM, 

2006, p. 3). 

 

Human remains and sacred objects are considered culturally sensitive, and must be 

treated in accordance with this stringent code of ethics. Museums such as the National 9/11 

Memorial Museum, and the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum struggled with the 

presentation of human remains (“For 9/11 Museum, a Question of How to Handle Remains - 

NYTimes.com,” 2011). Piotr M. A. Cywinski, director of the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and 

Museum, said, “Every authentic memorial site has something of a museum and a cemetery in 

itself” (Piotr M. A. Cywinski in “For 9/11 Museum, a Question of How to Handle Remains - 

NYTimes.com,” 2011).  

The discussion of how to handle human remains in museums in not new, as evidenced in 

museums such as the British Museum handling Egyptian mummified remains (“Human 

remains,” 2015). This dissertation research does not address the degree to which museums have 

fulfilled their charge to culturally sensitive objects, but constrains the study to those museums 

handling contested subject matter. Human remains are only one form of contested subject matter 

handled by museums. Culturally sensitive objects may also be items of symbolic politics within a 

divided society, relics of conflict, or paraphernalia associated with the divisions of society 

(Houlihan, 2006). Examples of museums handling such controversial material abound: United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum; The National 9/11 Memorial Museum; The Canadian 

Museum for Human Rights; The Ulster Museum; District Six Museum.  

The development of curatorial voice within museums handling contested subject matter is 

highly illuminated by the context, such as the physical site of an atrocity. In the cases of the 

National 9/11 Memorial Museum and the Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, the 

museum is hosted upon the very site of death. Director Piort M.A. Cywinski states clearly, “We 

cannot turn back the time, just as we cannot free the space around Auschwitz-Birkenau from 

human ash and tiny remains of human bones. There is no sense in creating some artificial order 

and peace on a land contaminated with extreme evil” (Piotr M.A. Cywinski in “For 9/11 

Museum, a Question of How to Handle Remains - NYTimes.com,” 2011). Museums handling 
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contested subject matter invariably highlight the identity work of museum visitors during the 

museum experience, strengthen the volume of curatorial voice, and display the social inclusive 

role of museums. 

2.7 Chapter Summary 

Five key concepts: Identity creation and co-creation; Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeper 

Theory (LIS); The Socially Inclusive Museum; and Museums Handling Contested Subject 

Matter, have been explored in depth through the existing literature. Although this literature 

review is extensive, it is far from complete. It is important to note that the review of existing 

literature contains several gaps that are filled by this dissertation research: explorations into 

identity creation and co-creation within museums; examinations of the socially inclusive role of 

curatorial voice; application of Gatekeeper theory to museum professional practice; and new 

insights into museums handling contested subject matter. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

3.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter outlines the qualitative nature of this dissertation research. The intent of this 

research is exploratory. The researcher approaches this research from a social constructivist 

framework, engaging in a parallel study utilizing two forms of data collection: intensive 

interviewing and exhibit evaluation. The data were collected from a sample of five museums that 

meet the qualifications for museums handling contested subject matter. The researcher coded the 

data obtained twice: first, by open and axial; second, by Nvivo method and software to capture 

the native language of the curator participants. The researcher conducted a thematic content 

analysis of the coded data, triangulated the data from both data sets, and presented the research 

findings to the museum practitioner community.  

3.2  The Research Questions 

The specific research questions developed for this dissertation were based upon an over-arching 

question concerning the role of museums and museum professionals in the generation of a 

socially inclusive museum: How can our understanding of curatorial voice, as viewed through 

the theoretical lenses of gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, help museums become 

more socially inclusive when handling contested subject matter? In order to explore this over-

arching question, research questions were developed for two independent but parallel studies, 

intensive interviewing and exhibit evaluation. Research questions one and two were explored 

through an analysis of the data set derived from intensive interviews of curatorial staff. Research 

questions three and four were explored through an analysis of the data set from the exhibit 

evaluation. The two independent studies were then combined in a qualitative comparative 

analysis of both data sets in an effort to explore research question five. 

RQ.1. What are the perceptions of museum professionals concerning curatorial voice in a 

museum responsible for handling contested subject matter?  

RQ.2. How might two theoretical lenses, gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, better 

help us to understand the perceptions of museum professionals?  
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RQ.2.A. What are the gatekeeping mechanisms employed by curatorial staff in a 

museum handling contested subject matter? 

RQ.2.B. How do curatorial staff perceive their role in the co-creation of identity in 

museums handling contested subject matter? 

RQ.3. What does curatorial voice look like in museums handling contested subject matter? 

RQ.4. How might two theoretical lenses, gatekeeper theory and co-creation of identity, better 

help us to understand the manifestations of curatorial voice in museums handling 

contested subject matter? 

RQ.4.A. What does use of gatekeeping mechanisms in the curation of exhibits look like 

in museums handling contested subject matter. 

RQ.4.B. What does the co-creation of identity look like in the exhibits of museums 

handling contested subject matter? 

RQ.5. In what ways does curatorial voice, co-creation of identity, and gatekeeping mechanisms, 

thematically connect with the socially inclusive goals of museums handling contested 

subject matter?  

3.3 Description of the Sample 

At the center of exceptional qualitative research designs are the consideration of the 

individual respondent, and the research questions to be explored. Since the focus of interviewing 

is on the individual respondents and their interpretation of a phenomenon, the participant 

selection process is of prime importance. Unlike quantitative methods which favor random 

selection, interview participant selection for this research study was best decided by purposeful 

sampling, and “Respondents should be selected so as to maximize the richness of information 

obtained pertinent to the research question” (Miller & Crabtree, 2004, p. 191). Within the 

constraint of the context, which is museums handling contested subject matter, the museum 

professionals selected for participation are key knowledgeable personnel in the development of 

curatorial voice.  

A purposeful “theoretical sampling” aligned with the selection of interview participants 

for this research (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 155). The researcher has chosen the sample 

from a homogeneous population: museum professionals in museums handling contested subject 

matter. The museum professionals selected have “commonly experienced the action or process” 

that the researcher endeavored to investigate (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 154). This 
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commonly experienced process was the development of curatorial voice and the corresponding 

actions of gatekeeping mechanisms. The researcher has mindfully chosen participants “who can 

contribute to the development of the theory” because these participants are intimately aware of 

the phenomenon and have the most to gain from the refinement of museum practitioner research 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 155).  

Prior museum research has indicated that museums generally serve as places for the co-

creation of identity (Falk, 2009). This research study focused on a subset of the museum 

population: museums handling contested subject matter. These museums are formally aligned 

with organizations such as Sites of Conscience, and have mission statements that clearly 

articulate the museum role in handling contested subject matter (“Sites of Conscience,” 2015). 

The sample was constructed from the short list of approximately twelve museums that meet these 

qualifications: museums actively engaging in inclusive activities; and museums handling 

contested subject matter. The participant group was constructed from the first five museums to 

respond to the invitation to participate. The “invitation to participate letter” was reviewed by the 

FSU IRB, and is available in Appendix A. Data collection, both interviews and exhibits 

evaluations, were conducted at the same museums but at different times. In order to minimize 

bias in the exhibits evaluations, these evaluations were conducted prior to the curatorial intensive 

interviews.  

3.4 Overview of the Research Design 

The nature of this research was both qualitative and exploratory. At each of the 

participant museums, two distinct methods of data collection were conducted: intensive 

interviewing and exhibit evaluation. The exhibit evaluations were performed at each museum 

prior to conducting the intensive interviews with their curators. In essence, this research design 

was a parallel study of the same sample: five museums handling contested subject matter. The 

two data sets, intensive interviews and exhibit evaluations, were coded separately. After the 

coding process, the two data sets were then triangulated and compared for similarities and 

differences.  

Each museum examined is unique, and the community that the museum exists within is 

also unique. It was therefore important to recognize the differences between the exhibits while 

also locating the similarities between the museums of various sizes and missions. In an effort to 

explore RQ.3 and RQ.4, the researcher conducted exhibit evaluations to examine the contents of 
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the exhibits within the five sample museums. The researcher documented the contents of the 

exhibits displaying contested subject matter using an exhibit evaluation rubric (Appendix C). 

When permissible, the researcher also collected photographs of the exhibit, transcripts of docent 

scripts, museum catalogues, and museum publications. The exhibit evaluation was limited to the 

items on display within the five sample museums, and does not extend to past or future exhibits.  

The intent of the exhibit evaluation data collection was to discern the manifestation of 

curatorial voice within the public exhibit. In order to explore the curatorial voice of the exhibit, 

the researcher applied two theoretical lenses to the documentation of the exhibit: Gatekeeper 

Theory and Co-Creation of Identity Theory. The researcher utilized the Exhibit Evaluation 

Rubric, Appendix C, to document the exemplars of objects that represent contested subject 

matter. The researcher also documented the exemplars of objects that represent the use of 

Gatekeeping mechanisms and the co-creation of identity. The intent of this data collection was to 

examine the exhibits that directly articulated a role in identity creation (individual or collective) 

and the possible Gatekeeping mechanisms employed to generate that role. A clearly articulated 

identity creation dialogue might have been written in an exhibit label, object description, or 

docent script. Examples of clearly articulated identity creation dialogues spoke to personal or 

collective identities, e.g., “As a person of color…” or, “We want people to walk in our shoes.” 

 The intensive interviews focused upon the perceptions of museum professionals 

concerning their role in the generation of curatorial voice (RQ.1). Qualitative intensive 

interviews were conducted with the curatorial staff of five museums. Five museums were 

examined, yielding ten interviews. The researcher utilized a series of carefully constructed 

questions (Appendix F) concerning curatorial voice in each of the qualitative intensive 

interviews. These interviews were conducted with a purposive sample of curatorial staff at five 

museums handling contested subject matter. The purpose in limiting the participant scope of the 

study was to capture the relationship, in an in-depth manner, between curators and the 

gatekeeping mechanisms they employ to express curatorial voice within museums handling 

contested subject matter.  

Once the interview transcripts were reviewed by curator participants, the researcher coded the 

data in preparation for analysis. The researcher coded the interview transcripts twice: first, with 

open and axial methodology for thematic content; second, with Nvivo coding software to capture 

the natural language of the curator participants. At this point in the study, the researcher asked 
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for assistance from two inter-coders: a museum professional and an LIS researcher. These two 

individuals were given the same passage of prepared interview text (the researcher removed all 

identifying information prior to supplying the text to the inter-coders). The researcher provided 

the codebook to the inter-coders. Each entry in the codebook contained: the main category, the 

code name, the definition, inclusion criteria, exclusion criteria, a typical exemplar, an atypical 

exemplar if applicable, and code development notes. After studying the codebook, the inter-

coders examined the supplied interview text. Overall, the inter-coders identified passages in a 

manner similar to that of the researcher. In particular, the museum professional inter-coder and 

the researcher had a high level of agreement. Disagreements concerning the coding of the sample 

interview transcript were few, but were handled through discussion. The researcher and the inter-

coders dialogued through email and face-to-face meetings until consensus was obtained.  

The coded interview transcripts were analyzed for thematic content and for curatorial 

vocabulary usage that aided in the exploration of RQ.2: application of theoretical lenses to 

curator perception data. The data was analyzed in view of the two theoretical lenses, Gatekeeper 

Theory (RQ2.A) and Co-Creation of Identity (RQ2.B). 

The researcher explored RQ.5 through the triangulation of data collected from both the 

interviews and the exhibit evaluations, and illuminated the connections between curatorial voice 

and exhibit reality. This triangulation, or bridging of data, also compared across the five 

museums sampled to explore similarities and differences in the manifestation of curatorial voice. 

The combination of curator perceptions, exhibit reality, and theory lead the researcher to propose 

further research of socially inclusive museums 

3.5 IRB Approvals 

After the preliminary literature review, the researcher constructed a study proposal and 

submitted the proposal to the institutional review boards at Florida State University and to each 

of the individual museums, as required. The research design has been approved by both IRB 

entities, and appropriate documentation is attached, see Appendix A “IRB Approvals”. 

3.6 Pilot Study at Tallahassee Museum 

The design of appropriate interview questions is the hallmark of excellent interview 

research. Interview questions were vetted prior to the interview with knowledgeable 

professionals in a pilot study. The pilot study participants had no formal connection to the future 

study participants and there was little risk for contamination of the research data. Interview 



44 

protocol was practiced, allowing the researcher to become comfortable with the interview 

scenario. A pilot study of this research was undertaken at the Tallahassee Museum, the results of 

which informed the design of the dissertation study. The pilot study results were analyzed, and 

the interview instrument refined. In addition to the refinement of the interview instrument and 

protocol, the need for an additional data collection tool became evident. In particular, the 

researcher noted the need for designing an exhibit evaluation protocol for the exhibits referenced 

by the curators during the interviews. Overall, the pilot study was successful, yielding in-depth 

answers and keen insights. The depth of answers provided in a one-hour interview during the 

pilot study also demonstrated the inherent need for qualitative coding software for data analysis. 

The lessons learned in the pilot study have been incorporated into this dissertation research. 

3.7 Data Collection and Data Analysis Methodology 

3.7.1 Data Collection 

The researcher collected data during two phases of this dissertation: interviews and 

exhibit evaluation. At each museum, the researcher conducted the exhibit evaluation prior to the 

interview phase. Nine of the ten interviews were conducted in person, and one interview was 

done via Skype. 

3.7.2 Data Collection: Exhibit Evaluations & Intensive Interviews 

The first data collection was exhibit evaluation. The researcher visited the to the museum 

at a date prior to the scheduled interviews to perform an exhibit evaluation, see Appendix C, 

“Exhibit Evaluation Rubric.” In order to mitigate any bias the researcher may gain from the 

interviews, the exhibit evaluations were best performed prior to the interview phase. In general, 

exhibit evaluation is considered an unobtrusive form of data collection (Creswell, 2009, p. 180). 

However, in the case of museums handling contested subject matter, even public exhibits may be 

considered places for private reflection. Museums that handle contested subject matter such as 

human remains often also serve as places of memorial or remembrance and are frequented by 

mourners. Any exhibit evaluation within museums such as the 9/11 Memorial Museum was done 

discretely and with consideration for the museum visitors. Document collection such as 

photography was limited according to the guidelines of the individual museum, and to 

accommodate the sensitivity of museum visitors.  
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The researcher obtained publicly available documents relevant to the museum exhibit. 

These documents may include exhibit description pamphlets, museum maps, smart phone apps, 

websites, and museum publications. Museums generally have a document or book that describes 

the origins of the museum and the contents of the museum exhibits. The researcher obtained a 

copy of these books from four of the five museums. Only the National Center for Civil and 

Human Rights did not have a publication about the history of the museum and the collection. 

These data were then collated, organized, and categorized during the data analysis. Other 

publicly available documents relevant to the museum exhibit included exhibit description text 

and object labels. The object label text is crafted with extreme care by museum professionals, 

and, “Represents data which are thoughtful in that participants have given attention in compiling 

them” (Creswell, 2009, p. 180; Serrell, 1996).  

The researcher attempted to obtain semi-private documents such as docent script texts 

and the museum catalogues. Although these documents would not be difficult to obtain in the 

majority of museums, this was not the case with museums handling contested subject matter. It is 

understandable considering the sensitive nature of some of the objects, that museum policies 

protect the museum collection from unnecessary examination. In one institution, docent scripts 

continuously evolved as docents re-interpreted the exhibitions through their own family histories. 

The result of these personalized docent scripts is a re-interpretation of exhibits that is intensely 

personal to the docent, and not intended to be public reflection of the institution. The researcher 

abided by the wishes of the participant museums, and endeavored to make this phase of research 

as unobtrusive as possible. 

The second data collection was the intensive interviews with the curatorial staff. At the 

beginning of each interview, the purpose of the study and the format of the interview were re-

explained to the participant. The defining of the topics to be discussed, and terminology to be 

used were key to assisting the respondent in verbalizing answers for the researcher (Foddy, 1993, 

pp. 25–37). Before answers can be provided to the researcher, the respondent must be provided 

with all of the relevant information and contextual clues to generate dialogue concerning the 

phenomenon. The researcher provided each respondent with a chart of gatekeeping mechanisms, 

see Appendix B, “Gatekeeping Mechanisms Chart,” to assist in the discussion of gatekeeping. 

Due to the exhaustive nature of this phase, and the desire to learn as many perspectives as 

possible, interviews were conducted until the “saturation point” is reached (Schutt, 2012, p. 341). 
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Schutt recommends the saturation point as the logical interview ending point in which “new 

interviews seem to yield little additional information” (Schutt, 2012, p. 341). For the purposes of 

a study, the more respondents interviewed, the higher the validity – yet there was a limited 

number of possible participants available, and the validity resided in the quality of the interview. 

At all times during the interviews, the researcher was mindful of the respondent’s reaction to a 

line of questioning, and assured the respondent that they may withdraw from the interview at any 

time without consequence. The researcher also paid close attention to cues that indicated that the 

respondent was tired or uncomfortable.  

 The interviews were audio recorded, and the respondent were asked to verify their assent 

to the audio recording. A digital audio recording was made with the researcher’s tablet computer, 

and Livescribe audio recording also was made available to the researcher’s tablet via a 

Livescribe pen and paper. The use of Livescribe facilitated researcher note taking and conformed 

to the protocol for the interview that included the recording of observations on paper notes. Per 

Creswell’s suggestion, the researcher took descriptive notes of the interview (Creswell, 2009). 

These descriptive notes attempted to draw a portrait of the respondent. This portrait contained as 

many elements of the dialogue as possible, noting themes. Additionally, the notes included any 

pertinent demographic information concerning the respondent, but only if the information was 

given by the interviewee without solicitation from the researcher. Care was taken to preserve 

confidentiality in the recording of demographic information. Examples of the type of 

demographic information provided during the interviews included position title, education, 

experience, years of experience, age, nationality, generation, and social role.  

A physical description of the respondent and the location of the interview also was 

included in the researcher notes. These notes were later compared to the observations made by 

the researcher within the exhibit, see Appendix C, “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric.” It was important 

to notate carefully the situational context in which the interview took place. Charmaz notes that, 

“The interview situation gives rise to phrasing, prompts, probes and non-verbal communication” 

(Charmaz, 1991, p. 385). The discourse reflected the exploratory and “emergent” nature of the 

research question being examined (Charmaz, 1991, p. 385). Each respondent had the opportunity 

to conduct their interview within their work environment or the within a museum exhibit. In the 

case of the pilot study, the participants chose to be interviewed inside the exhibit before the 

museum opened in the morning. The researcher strategized in preparation for the interview, and 
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throughout the interview. It was important to be purposeful in asking questions, recognizing the 

partnership between the interviewer and respondent. The researcher recognized the unequal 

partnership between interviewer and interviewee and drew upon Schutt’s use of Kvale’s 

description of the partnership as unequal, “Because the researcher seeks to gain certain types of 

information and strategizes throughout to maintain an appropriate relationship” (as cited in 

Schutt, 2012, p. 341). The flexibility of an intensive interview protocol allowed for the 

researcher to recognize their role in the interview performance, and to leverage that role to 

promote dialogue. 

The researcher also kept reflective notes. Creswell outlines reflective notes by Bogdan 

and Biklen as an introspection of the researcher’s “thoughts, speculations, feelings, ideas, 

hunches, impressions, and prejudices” (as cited in Creswell, 2009, p.182). The researcher utilized 

a reflective journal to carefully track her own biases concerning the subject matter, phenomenon, 

environment, and the participant. In this manner, “Qualitative researchers take as axiomatic the 

principle that the behavior exhibited by actors in any social situation depends upon the way in 

which they have defined the situation,” applying this principle to both the respondent and the 

researcher (Foddy, 1993, p. 15). The researcher recognized her role as a participant in the 

interview dialogue, and attempted to keep a reflective journal to track her own biases during the 

research process. If a qualitative study is to be acceptable, it must account for each person 

involved, the researcher included, and the dialogue transcripts can only later be interpreted if 

both the interviewer and the respondent have accompanying portraits.  

The data collection for this research consisted of interview data collection protocol that 

was outlined in Appendix D, “Interview Protocol.” The researcher asked the interviewees the 

questions concerning curatorial voice, as outlined in Appendix F, “Interview Questions.”  

3.7.3 Description of the Study Context: Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter 

Museums handling contested subject matter were the context of this dissertation research. 

Museums both small and large were included in this study if they were responsible for handling 

contested subject matter. This apparent constraint, or narrowing of the type of museum impacted 

sample size but crystallized the significance of the socially inclusive museum. The interviews, 

when possible, were conducted within the exhibits or on museum grounds. The exhibit 

evaluation phase attempted to capture the physical nature of the context, while the intensive 

interview phase attempted to capture the social nature of the context.  
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3.7.4 Description of the Data Set  

The data collected from the exhibit evaluations contained drawings, photographs, 

descriptions, verbatim text, object metadata, and other object information. The researcher 

recorded exhibit data using the Exhibit Evaluation Rubric, Appendix C. In addition to describing 

exemplars of contested subject matter, gatekeeping mechanisms and the co-creation of identity, 

the researcher also attempted to discern the curatorial voice of the exhibit. Exhibit labels and 

interpretive text were recorded verbatim. A physical description of the exhibit room and displays 

were notated. Additionally, the metadata associated with the exemplars, when possible, was 

recorded and coordinated with resources such as the Getty Thesaurus as needed (Getty Research 

Institute, 2014). 

It is often hypothesized that thematic trends will become discernible in the analysis of the 

interview data. These interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim and did not merely rely 

on researcher notes (often consisting of a participant portrait, and several well phrased quotes). A 

thematic content analysis has been performed on the coded transcripts, looking for common 

themes mentioned. Additionally, the researcher utilized the verbatim transcripts to generate the 

list of terminology associated with the phenomenon being researched. Anecdotal information 

given during the interview provided insight into the recorded examples of the phenomenon.  

Essentially, the data collected from the interviews contained quotes, anecdotes, 

terminology, and lent itself to thematic content analysis. The data collected from the exhibit 

observations contained drawings, photographs, descriptions, and qualitative object information.  

3.7.5 Thematic Analysis 

A thematic content analysis was conducted upon the coded data collected, but only after 

the transcripts were reviewed and vetted by the curator participants. The researcher needed to 

analyze the data more than once as the themes only become apparent after the researcher had 

sifted through several levels of data. Two key components occurred in the early stages of 

qualitative data analysis: preparing data and organizing data (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 

180). The researcher organized the collected data by museum. 

3.7.6 The Coding Methodology 

In the original proposal, the researcher suggested the use of Open, Axial, and Selective 

coding. The coding method for this data analysis followed three basic phases: Open Coding, 
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Axial Coding, and Selective Coding (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 195). The researcher chose 

this approach due to the need for a flexible format for exploring the unique nature of each 

museum context. After the data were prepared, they were organized through open coding in 

which the researcher determined categories within the results. Example of early coding 

categories were “gatekeeping mechanisms,” “curator descriptions,” and “critical theory.” As the 

data were analyzed, these categories grew, until a point of exhaustion was reached. Eventually, 

the researcher identified the data most strongly associated with the phenomenon under 

investigation. From those identified data points, the researcher then moved through the data set 

looking for connecting data points in a process known as axial coding (Creswell & Creswell, 

2013, p. 195). When the axial coding was completed, and no more data were to be collected, the 

researcher attempted to selectively code the data into a narrative that explained the relationships 

between the data points (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 195). 

After this first coding of the data occurred, the researcher decided to utilize Nvivo 

software to code the data once again. This time, the researcher developed codes based upon the 

actual words of the participants. Example codes included “eavesdropping,” “soft-opening of 

exhibits,” and “grazing.” These verbatim codes provided the natural language of the curator 

participants and enhanced the code structure developed during the first round of open, axial and 

selective coding. Detailed descriptions of the developed codebooks are available as Appendix H, 

“Code book examples.” 

At this point in the study, the researcher asked for assistance from two inter-coders: a 

museum professional and an LIS researcher. These two individuals were given the same passage 

of prepared interview text (the researcher removed all identifying information prior to supplying 

the text to the inter-coders). The researcher provided the codebook to the inter-coders. Each entry 

in the codebook contained: the main category, the code name, the definition, inclusion criteria, 

exclusion criteria, a typical exemplar, an atypical exemplar if applicable, and code development 

notes. After studying the codebook, the inter-coders examined the supplied interview text. 

Overall, the inter-coders identified passages in a manner similar to that of the researcher. In 

particular, the museum professional inter-coder and the researcher had a high level of agreement.  

3.7.7 Exploration of Coded Data through Concept Mapping Process 

The researcher utilized concept mapping for data analysis, a process that involved the 

creation of an “actual map” in which the concepts were drawn and the concepts were the linked 
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by lines of relationship (Morgan & Guevara, 2008, p. 110). The researcher gathered the Nvivo 

codes into five main categories: Gatekeeping Mechanisms, Physical Museum Descriptions, 

Museum Visitor Descriptions, Curator Self-Descriptions, and Critical Theory. These five 

categories compiled the 57 codes and sub-codes that the researcher had developed in an iterative 

fashion with the curator participants. The researcher clarified these verbatim codes with curator 

participants during the concept mapping process, noting the times in which the participants 

altered their descriptive language. For example, one curator utilized the term “co-mediation” 

interchangeably with “co-construction” and “co-creation.” After several exchanges, the 

researcher determined that “co-mediation” was a sub-code of  “co-construction,” and often 

involved community collaboration of existing museum objects as opposed to “co-construction” – 

a notion that the participant deemed as applicable to the collaborative creation of new museum 

objects.  

During the concept mapping process, the researcher created a visual map upon the walls 

and windows of her research study. Each institution was given a section of the wall, and nodes 

representative of codes were drawn upon the walls utilizing erasable markers. The researcher 

placed the quotes associated with each code, as generated by NVivo software, upon the wall. 

Over the course of several months, the researcher visualized connections between the many 

nodes and institutions. Through this process, the researcher was able to coalesce the multiple 

ideas into concepts that, once threaded together, wove the narrative presented by the researcher 

in the findings chapter. 

3.8 The Evaluation of the Research 

The researcher believes that this study is only beneficial to the museum practitioner 

community if the results are made accessible to museum professionals. In particular, the 

researcher returned to the interview participants to ask for clarification and confirmation of the 

study results. Eight of the ten interviewed curators provided feedback and clarification for the 

researcher. The researcher recruited two individuals, outside of the dissertation study, to provide 

inter-coder reliability by examining the interview transcripts and the developed codebook. The 

researcher deemed the use of two inter-coders as necessary for this study. One inter-coder was 

representative of the museum practitioner community and the other representative of the LIS 

researcher community.  Overall, there was a high level of agreement between the inter-coders 

and the researcher. Occasionally, the LIS researcher was confused by the text, would not code a 
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passage of the interview transcript. For example, the LIS inter-coder once noted, “I don’t really 

know what this would be. Seems to be focused on political issues.” This notation was in 

reference to the following interview text: 

“The note here about manipulation- changing information by artful or ___ to serve the 

gatekeepers purpose- sets that in that socio-political context generally - so I think that sometimes 

for institutions generally to be able to look objectively at themselves and acknowledge 

particularly when it comes to class but also if we're thinking about how collections were formed 

and from a cultural perspective, and the colonialist roots of that.” 

 

The researcher coded this interview passage with the codes: manipulation, intended message, 

point of view, curatorial institutional descriptions, curatorial responsibility, curatorial choices. 

Despite minor moments of confusion, the code development of the research was extensively 

examined and found to be applicable to interview transcript texts. Disagreements concerning the 

coding of the sample interview transcript were few, but were handled through discussion. The 

researcher and the inter-coders dialogued through email and face-to-face meetings until 

consensus was obtained.  

Ultimately, this dissertation research will best be confirmed, or affirmed, by the 

presentation of results to the museum practitioners who participated in the interviews. As this 

study was intended to impact museum professional practice, it was imperative that the results of 

this study be relevant to the work of museums professionals. 

3.8.1 Reliability & Validity 

Due to the subjective nature of interview research, inter-coder reliability became an 

integral part of the process. A common criticism of qualitative data is the “comparability of 

answers,” and inter-coder reliability was used as a technique to minimize such criticism (Foddy, 

1993, p. 17). The reflective journal kept by the researcher was also analyzed in an iterative 

fashion, allowing for the formation of techniques to mitigate biases.  

Validity was best attained by the triangulation of several methods of data collection and 

analysis. The addition of exhibit evaluation and exhibit evaluation helped to triangulate the 

responses of the interview participants, and lent validity to the study conclusions. 
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3.9 The Ethical Considerations of the Research and the Study Limitations 

3.9.1 Ethical Considerations 

This section contains a review of the research process and an evaluation of the ethical 

considerations of interview research. Many researchers report to an ethical conduct board, such 

as an Internal Review Board (IRB). Yet board review does not completely cover the ethical 

implications of interview research. In the interviews, the researcher attempted to capture the 

attitudes and cognitive processes of participants. As the researcher peered into the hearts and 

minds of the participants, care was taken in addressing sensitive material. Contested subject 

matter often inspires reflection, but also may inflame anger. The researcher reflected upon the 

cultural differences between the researcher and the interviewee: Schutt stresses the importance of 

learning the history and culture of a nation before proceeding with a study of this nature (Schutt, 

2012). Schutt’s advice applies to an intensive interview study as much, if not more.  

This dissertation study examined museums handling contested subject matter. In the 

interviews, the researcher attempted to capture the attitudes and cognitive processes of curators 

as they recollected the creation of exhibits. As an integral part of the ethical considerations of 

this study, the researcher provided verbatim interview transcripts to each of the participants. The 

researcher encouraged curator participants to review the transcripts, and revise them as they saw 

fit. The researcher felt that the verbatim transcripts might reveal more information than the 

curator participants had wished to communicate. This researcher insight proved correct: curators 

adjusted some of the transcripts passages to articulate their thoughts and perceptions more 

carefully. In some circumstances, the curator participants re-articulated their answers to better 

align with the mission and vision statements of their institution. Often the adjustments were 

considered minor by the researcher, and required only clarification via email with the curator 

participant.  

It is understood that stakeholders such as government and boards may be interested in the 

outcomes of this study for the purposes of evaluating funding. Study participants were assured of 

a level of confidentiality that is permissible by law. Several participants wanted their quotes 

attributed to them in any publication, while most curator participants wished to remain 

confidential. Permission to conduct this study was granted by the museum, by the individual 

participants and by the researcher’s institutional review board, Florida State University IRB.  
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3.9.2 Limitations 

The section includes the acknowledgements of study limitations. Interview research 

deeply focused on one or several instances of a social phenomenon. Extreme caution is advised 

in the transferring of data or theoretical models to situations exterior to the ones belonging to the 

participants. External factors could have impacted a participant’s view of a phenomenon. It was 

possible for other factors to influence curatorial voice and museum collection practices. Possible 

influential factors include: the availability of items for collection; the availability of funds for 

purchasing, preserving, or exhibiting artifacts; other political or societal influences upon the 

museum milieu. 

As with any interview situation, the greatest danger was that both the researcher and 

respondent presented their public persona, unwilling to discuss topics below the superficial level. 

Charmaz describes such a pitfall as a “dramaturgical event,” in which the interview is little more 

than a skit concerning a particular theme (Charmaz, 1991, p.385). This is a particular concern in 

the two interviews that were “supervised” by a museum representative. It is unknown the extent 

to which these interview “chaperones” influenced the answers of the curator respondents. The 

researcher reflected in her journal that she found the presence of the “chaperones” intimidating, 

and was disturbed by the supervised scenario. In the situations in which the interview that was 

interrupted by museum volunteers, the curator respondents may have also altered their answers 

in response to the instruction. A commitment on the part of the researcher was to acknowledge 

their own biases, and to examine the biases of the respondent. 

This study was only designed to be exploratory, collecting and interpreting data on the 

collection and exhibition practices of a small number of museums. In particular, the researcher 

was limited in the utilization of the exhibit evaluation rubric. This limitation is due, in part, to the 

nature of the museums examined: the researcher found it difficult to take notes of exhibits in 

which museum visitors engaged in mourning. This limitation occurred most often at the 911 

Memorial Museum, and the researcher discontinued her note taking on several occasions out of 

respect for the museum visitors.   

This study offers possible explanations for the role of curatorial voice and the 

gatekeeping mechanisms employed by curators. An in-depth interview protocol permitted an in-

depth view of one or more individuals; however the results are not easily generalizable. The 

insights gained by these interviews lead to the formation of concepts that may be transferable to 
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other museum populations. The interviews examined curatorial voice in museum practice, a 

theme pertinent to all museums. The transferability of knowledge gleaned from these interviews 

may lead to an increase in empirical studies of museum practice and gatekeeping mechanisms. 

3.10 Methods Literature Review 

The researcher has conducted a literature review focused on the five key concepts central 

to the research questions: Identity Creation and Co-Creation; Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeper 

Theory (LIS); The Socially Inclusive Museum; and Museums Handling Contested Subject 

Matter. Additionally, the researcher has conducted a literature review focused on the 

methodology required by the research questions: qualitative research, exhibit evaluation, and 

intensive interviewing. 

3.10.1 Rationale for Qualitative Research 

The investigation of the socially inclusive role of curatorial voice was best served by a 

qualitative research approach. The nuances of individual museums simply cannot be captured by 

a quantitative study: each museum is unique. The work of museum curators in crafting curatorial 

voice cannot be described in mere numbers and statistics: their decisions were too subjective to 

be accounted for numerically. The researcher decided to embark upon a qualitative research 

study as defined by Creswell as, “A means for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2009, p. 232). This study 

attempted to understand the meaning curators ascribe to curatorial voice and the ways in which 

they utilized gatekeeping mechanisms to craft curatorial voice. 

This study aligned well with the philosophical assumptions inherent in qualitative 

research: Ontological, Epistemological, Axiological, and Methodological (Creswell & Creswell, 

2013, pp. 20–21). The Co-Creation of Identity in museums, a key construct for this study, 

required a research approach that is ontological: one that questions the very nature of reality and 

allows for multiple lenses to view the work of museums in society (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, 

p. 21). The intent of this research was not to find predetermined possibilities amongst curators 

and the phenomenon of curatorial voice, but to instead break new ground by allowing curators to 

be creative in their answers. Curators were prompted to give answers that reflect their view of 

reality.  
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The unique nature of each museum demanded a qualitative approach that supports 

epistemological assumptions: a study that accounted for the specific context of the phenomenon, 

and allowed the researcher to work within the museum to investigate the phenomenon. It was 

undeniable that each museum is unique; that no two objects, or exhibits, or museums are 

identical. This study was qualitative in order to reflect the specific context of the phenomenon: 

individual museums. 

The intense role of museums in identity co-creation demanded a research approach that 

was axiological: a format that recognizes the depth of the values being investigated, and the 

illuminated the biases represented in the phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 21). The 

phenomenon under investigation is curatorial voice, yet curatorial voice does not exist as a 

specimen to be examined in a vacuum. There are associated phenomena, information, and 

contexts that were revealed by the data collected. An axiological approach, especially in regard 

to the coding of data, deepened the understanding of curatorial voice. 

The investigation of the socially inclusive role of curatorial voice necessitates an 

approach that is methodological: one that is logical, iterative, and contains an emergent design to 

allow for a holistic capture of the phenomenon under investigation. Based upon the intensity of 

this study, the researcher was best advised to perform a qualitative inquiry. 

Qualitative research is often characterized by a desire to, “Empower individuals to share 

their stories, hear their voices, and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a 

researcher and the participant in a study” (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 48). This researcher 

desires to empower curators with the ability to articulate the socially inclusive role of their 

museum. In light of this goal, a qualitative research method was preferred to a quantitative 

method. Within the qualitative methodology, two methods were used to collect data: intensive 

interviewing and observation. At the heart of this dissertation research method was an emphasis 

on “participant meanings:” this research was not focused upon the researcher’s perspective, but 

the participants' perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 47). Acknowledging the sincere 

focus upon participant meanings, this research was reflexive: the researcher carefully posits 

herself in relationship to phenomena, articulating her biases (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 47). 

This dissertation research brought multiple perspectives and emergent design to build a holistic 

picture of the phenomenon to be studied, curatorial voice, and adhere to tenants of qualitative 

research (Creswell & Creswell, 2013, p. 47).  
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3.10.2 Rationale for a Social Constructivist Framework for Interpretation 

The researcher approached the investigation of the socially inclusive role of curatorial 

voice from a social constructivist perspective. Social Constructivism is a “metatheoretical 

position which argues that, while the mind constructs reality in its relationship to the world, this 

mental process is significantly informed by influences received from social conventions, history 

and interaction with significant others” (Talja, Tuominen, & Savolainen, 2005, p. 81). The 

rationale for using this perspective was based upon the researcher’s understanding of the 

importance of the museum context to the study of the co-creation of identity: each individual 

identity developed “from social interactions within which cultural meanings were shared by a 

group and eventually internalized by the individual” (Talja et al., 2005, p. 85). The researcher 

worked with curators to examine their role in the creation of the museum environment, and to 

determine the degree to which this role is dialectic. The more dialectic the relationship between 

individuals and museum environment, the more instances of co-creation of identity were 

observed. Talja et al. describe the social constructivist perspective as acknowledging “the 

dialectic relationship between the individual and the socio-cultural milieu” (Talja et al., 2005, p. 

85).  

The research method for this study, intensive interviewing, is also dialectic in nature. The 

negotiation of values, such as in an interview, is a reflection of social constructivism (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2013, p. 37). Social constructivism was well suited as a perspective for this study as it 

is steeped in language, and the, “Emphasis is on discourse as the vehicle through which the self 

and the world are articulated” (Talja et al., 2005, p. 81). Curatorial interviews, the main vehicle 

for investigation, were well accepted amongst museum professionals as a normal way to 

articulate viewpoints, and were similarly saturated in language (Scott, 2013; Thea, 2009). In 

addition, the social constructivist framework often calls for a style akin to museological 

traditions: an inductive method of data analysis and literary style of reporting findings (Creswell 

& Creswell, 2013, p. 36).  

The researcher further studied the museum environment through observation. The 

research protocol contains an exhibit evaluation in which the researcher accounted for the objects 

within the museum context in terms of: socially inclusive of the community; identity-work 

related objects; and gatekeeping mechanisms used. The assumptions inherent in the Co-Creation 

of Identity aligned well with the position of Social Constructivism. The context of the museum 
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environment allowed for the presentation of history, the acting out of social conventions, and as 

the theater for societal interaction.  

3.10.3 Rationale for Data Collection Tools: Intensive Interviewing and Exhibit Evaluation  

 Intensive Interviewing and Exhibit Evaluation have been utilized frequently in the 

exploration of museum visitor behavior. Both Intensive Interviewing and Exhibit Evaluation are 

widely accepted data collection tools within the museum professional community. In order for 

this dissertation research to provide significant insight into the socially inclusive role of 

curatorial voice, the data collection tools used to investigate museum practitioner perceptions 

(curatorial staff) needed to align well with familiar and established methods: Intensive 

Interviewing and Exhibit Evaluation. 

3.10.4 Introduction to Intensive Interviewing 

Intensive or In-depth interviewing is a format for the conducting of qualitative research. 

The aspects of intensive interviewing for qualitative research should not be underestimated. The 

researcher must be committed to “learning about people in depth and on their own terms, and in 

the context of their situation” (Schutt, 2012, p. 338). Interviews are conducted to learn the stories 

and histories of individuals, sometimes with the desire to glean insight on a specific 

phenomenon. Seidman (1998) draws from Vygotsky (1987) to succinctly state that, “Every word 

that people use in telling their stories is a microcosm of their consciousness” (Seidman, 1998, p. 

1). As this dissertation research focused upon identity co-creation, the researcher was committed 

to learning from every word spoken by the interview participants. 

Interviewing is a mode of inquiry that does not attempt to find definitive answers to 

questions, and is not chosen as a primary format for testing hypotheses in research (Seidman, 

1998, p. 2). Interviewing is, however, a research arrangement for understanding the experiences 

of individuals and the making of meaning within a dialogue relationship. Interviewing is more 

than a research format: it is a performative relationship that exists between interviewer and 

respondent. Miller and Crabtree define interviewing as a “research-gathering approach that seeks 

to create a listening space where meaning is constructed through an interexchange/co-creation of 

verbal viewpoints in the interest of scientific knowing” (Miller & Crabtree, 2004, p. 185). In 

interviewing, the researcher posed open-ended verbal questions targeted to jointly explore a 

specific individual and their story. The researcher was committed to the usage of a dialectic 
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approach to create a space for dialogue and the construction of meaning with each of the 

interview participants. 

3.10.5 Interview Instrument Development 

The primary instrument of intensive interviewing methodology was the researcher. Yet, a 

format for performing the interview was generated in advance of data collection. As interviews 

consist of verbal dialogue, the questions for that dialogue must be carefully crafted in the design 

phase. Introductory interview questions may request biographical information in the form of 

short answers, and may facilitate rapport between interviewer and respondent. Initial 

biographical questions may also “jog the respondent’s memory” and open a pathway for 

exploration of phenomena related questions (Miller & Crabtree, 2004, p. 192).  

After a level of trust exists between interviewer and respondent, the interviewer moves 

from the normal pleasantries to a “grand tour question,” in an attempt to encourage a narrative 

answer (Schutt, 2012, p.341). These grand tour questions are open-ended and phrased in such a 

way as to provoke the desired dialogue – not box the participant in. Questions centered on the 

respondent’s understanding of a phenomenon, event, or context. For example, “How would you 

listen for curatorial voice in an exhibit?” Similarly, prompts and probes were developed to 

enhance the dialogue generated by the grand tour question. Prompts and probes were used to 

elicit an exhaustive narrative, and clarify the respondent’s answers. 

Although interviews may consist of protocol and questions that span a spectrum of 

unstructured to structured interviews, a researcher may choose to design interviews to meet the 

needs of dissertation study research questions. Each unstructured interview began consistently 

with the same set of opening questions.  

In this dissertation research, the interview questions carefully unfolded a conversation 

between the researcher and the interviewee. Each question was carefully designed to elicit 

responses from curators concerning their role in the development of curatorial voice. The 

opening set of questions contains this inquiry, “How would you describe curatorial voice?” This 

question is accompanied by the following prompts, “Is it a message intended for the museum 

audience? Is it a message co-mediated by museum personnel and museum audience?” The 

interview questions reflected the research questions, and allowed for both a discussion of abstract 

concepts and concrete examples, see Appendix F, “Interview Questions.”   
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3.10.6 Interview Protocol Design 

It was essential to design an interview protocol. This protocol ensured that ethical 

considerations were emphasized during the research study. The protocol described how 

participants were recruited. The protocol detailed the importance of communication methods 

with the respondents, from study invitation to study thank-you, conclusion, and to sharing of 

results. Interview protocol also called for allowing of participants to review their interview 

transcripts for errors/corrections or other items that may need to be redressed. This dissertation 

research has an interview protocol that clearly outlines the interviews to be conducted, see 

Appendix D, “Interview Protocol.” 

During the design phase, the researcher examined the social structure in which the 

museum curator population exists, and paid close attention to the needs of participants. The 

importance of participant social structure became evident during the ethical considerations for 

research. An example consideration included the obtaining of permission or approval needed 

from a participant’s supervisor for the participant to be interviewed. How and when respondents 

were approached with an invitation to interview was also considered, and the invitation carefully 

crafted. For this dissertation research, written permission was requested from each of the 

museums’ administration to perform the interviews.  

The interview design phase also included the writing of an informed consent document. 

The informed consent document clearly outlined the purpose of the research study, the time 

commitment expected from the respondent, as well as the risks and benefits of participation. This 

dissertation research used an informed consent form stored within a secured online program 

Qualtrics see Appendix E, “Informed Consent Forms.” Florida State University IRB has 

approved the use of this Qualtrics form for obtaining informed consent. Curators, once invited 

via email, indicated their interest and provided informed consent by completing the online form. 

Informed written consent was complemented by the use of verbal assent. At the beginning of 

each interview session, the respondent was again informed of the risks and benefits of 

participation and asked to verbally to agree to the interview. The interview design phase allowed 

for development of an appropriate assent script and protocol.  

Another aspect of interview research design was the preparation of the physical interview 

environment. The researcher traveled to each of the five museum sites to perform the interviews. 

The curator participants chose the location within the museum or offices to conduct the 
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interview. The location was carefully chosen, as well as the timing of the interviews, to be 

convenient to the curator participant. The researcher made all necessary arrangements of 

recording equipment and transcription service in advance of the interviews. Every effort to create 

an environment that was comfortable and safe for the interview process was emphasized. The 

protocol for this dissertation research allowed the respondent to choose the location within the 

museum. An ideal location for interviews is within the exhibit, however this was not always 

possible due to time constraints. In particular, one interviewee had a family emergency 

necessitating the use of a video interview via Skype. 

Also during the design phase, a plan for the protection of respondent confidentiality was 

devised. Careful consideration of the reasons for or against recording of the interviews was 

undertaken. The protocol for this dissertation research called for audio recording of interviews in 

order to assist the researcher in capturing the exact natural language of the curator participants. 

The interview data, recordings and transcripts, were stored on a secured laptop only accessible to 

the researcher. Caution was utilized in the use of direct quotes as such quotes may reveal 

respondent identity. Direct quotes were utilized only when possible and permissible. 

3.10.7 Intensive Interviewing in Library and Information Science 

Qualitative interviewing is a widely used research method within Library and 

Information Science. Information Behavior researchers of the past two decades have utilized 

interviewing for the exploration of phenomenon, the development of theory, and furthering of 

practitioner standards. Fisher, Durrance, and Hinton interviewed patrons, staff, and stakeholders 

of the Queens Borough Public Library in an attempt to understand a specific information 

behavior: the literacy and coping skills of immigrant patrons (Fisher, Durrance, & Hinton, 2004). 

Researchers Meho and Tibbo utilized interviewing to reexamine and expand upon an accepted 

LIS theory: David Ellis’ Information Seeking Behavior Model (Meho & Tibbo, 2003). Elfreda 

Chatman developed a theory of Information Poverty based upon her qualitative research, 

including interviews of participants (Chatman, 1996). Although Chatman’s work is extremely 

focused on a small population, such as female inmates, her work is of a high caliber and makes 

full use of the intensive interviewing method (Chatman, 1999). Researchers Cook and Heath 

utilized qualitative interviewing to assess the viability of the LibQual+ instrument to understand 

patron perceptions of library service quality, thus adding to the body of knowledge available for 

practitioners (Cook & Heath, 2001). 
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3.10.8 Rationale for Intensive Interviewing Design in Museum Research 

Intensive interviewing is also an accepted method amongst curatorial staff, and a standard 

format for obtaining insight within museum professional communities (Jackson, Claffey, Garry, 

& Giblin, 2008; Thea, 2009). Additionally, interviewing is an accepted research method for 

gaining insight into museum visitor perceptions. Museum researchers often assume a population 

of museum-goers, and participants are drawn from a convenient sample of the daily visitors 

(Falk, 1992, 2000, 2009; Falk & Dierking, 1992; Falk et al., 2007, 2008; Falk, Koran, Dierking, 

& Dreblow, 2010). Any research conducted within the museum professional community will 

benefit from the use of intensive interviewing. Other methods such as survey method would run 

the risk of containing only the researcher’s questions and the respondents’ response to those 

questions couched only in the researcher’s terminology.  

Intensive interviewing allowed for participants to explore a phenomenon, and brought the 

researcher through this exploration on the participant’s terms. The participant was able bring 

greater terminology to the phenomenon, deepen understanding of that phenomenon, and give 

accounting of the sometimes-veiled reasons for the existence of a social phenomenon. It was 

often the case that survey questions may obscure more about a phenomenon than they reveal. 

Drawing on Locke, Siedman notes that, “The adequacy of a research method depends on the 

purpose of the research and the questions being asked” (Seidman, 1998, p. 5). For the purposes 

of exploring the research questions, intensive interviewing was an adequate research method and 

an accepted method within both the LIS and museum professional communities. As the research 

proceeds from a naturalist interpretive constructivist philosophy, intensive interviewing served to 

learn about museum phenomenon through the perceptions of individuals (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, 

p. 15). Only through the eyes of the interviewee, the words of interviewee, and within the 

environment of the interviewee are a richer picture of phenomenon revealed. 

3.10.9 Intensive Interviewing in Prior Museum Research: Museum Professionals  

Intensive interviewing has been utilized to explore key museum concepts and themes 

with curators. Carole Thea interviewed multiple museum professionals to compile several 

volumes on curatorial practice in On Curating: Interviews with Ten International Curators. In 

Unconditional: A Conversation on Curatorial Practice, Jackson (Thea, 2009) interviewed three 

Independent curators/artists: Vaari Claffey, Mark Garry, and Tessa Giblin. These three curators 
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have served at regional, national and international levels, gaining experience in different museum 

settings, and are known especially for their controversial exhibits. Jackson and the interviewees 

explored themes of government policy and mandates in museums, especially in relation to social 

inclusion. The interviewees indicated that they have observed government domination in exhibits 

that has led to a backlash amongst curators, turning some of them to independent curator status. 

Jackson allowed the interviewees to express themselves within the dialogue, and their responses 

reflected an interest in the creative spaces of exhibits more than being in an “authoritarian 

position representative of certain histories or arbiters of ‘taste’” (Jackson, Claffey, Garry, & 

Giblin, 2008, p. 64).  

Jackson’s intensive interviews also facilitated the recounting of curators professional 

histories, and a way to place their curatorial work within a larger international framework of 

museums. Jackson gleaned insights from the interviewees, for the curators connected the 

establishment of Dublin independent galleries and exhibit spaces to the movement to do so in 

Glasgow. The interviewees were permitted to draw their own parallels. For example, Claffey 

said this of the Dublin/Glasgow relationship: “It might be useful to take advantage of the fact 

that because we are ‘behind’ we can operate with the advantage of their hindsight” (Jackson, 

2008, p. 64). In Scotland, as in Ireland, “Current policies seek to instrumentalise artists to help 

‘right the wrongs’ of social exclusion rather than critically engage with contemporary culture” 

(Lind, as cited in Jackson, 2008, p.64). Additionally, Jackson’s work allowed the curators an 

opportunity to articulate publicly that they sought not be divisive in their exhibits, merely 

designing spaces for critical discourse. These curators propose that independent galleries create 

alternate institutions that are a critical response to national galleries and museums. In speaking of 

both independent and national galleries, curator Giblin maintains that the two “spaces really 

complement each other,” and that they can educate one another (Jackson, 2008, p.66). Jackson’s 

interviews investigate current social inclusion issues in the UK, but also provide insight into the 

positive counterpoint be played by independent curators and national museums. 

Prior studies have indicated that intensive interviewing is an acceptable research method 

to engage the museum professional community. Although intensive interviewing is included as 

one of several methods utilized in museum research, it rarely stands as a sole method. Museum 

periodicals often contain practitioner wisdom, museum professional interviews, and case studies. 

Intensive interviewing allows participants to engage in a dialogue, a co-constructed meaning 
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with the interviewer. It is evident in prior research studies that museum professionals are willing 

to engage in intensive interviewing and contribute their vocabulary to the ongoing dialogue. This 

researcher uses intensive interviewing method in on-going research to engage curatorial staff in a 

dialogue concerning the gatekeeping mechanisms of curatorial voice. 

3.10.10 Intensive Interviewing in Prior Museum Research: Museum Visitors 

Intensive interviewing has also been used extensively in museum visitor research. The 

curatorial voice is interwoven into the experience of the museum visitor. Falk and Dierking refer 

to the museum experience as ‘gestalt,’ citing the studies that indicate most visitors remember the 

museum as an entire experience (Falk, 1992). This complete experience begins with the decision 

to visit the museum, parking, ticketing, climbing of stairs, and peering at exhibits. Also 

enmeshed are the social interactions amongst museum visitors and with staff. Falk and Dierking 

built upon the concept of gestalt, arriving at an Interactive Experience Model (Falk&Dierking, 

1992). This practical model stresses the relationships between personal, social and physical 

contexts of the museum. An exception to this would be the longitudinal studies of John Falk in 

museum visitor motivations (Falk, 2000, 2009). Falk ties the museum experience to visitor 

identity  (Falk, 2000, 2009; Falk & Dierking, 1992; Falk et al., 2007). Falk and Dierking have 

examined extensively the museum visitor experience, gathering longitudinal visitor interview 

data in an attempt to understand the visitor motivations for museum attendance. In the research 

of museums and identity creation, John Falk has generated a preliminary identity-related visit 

motivation model for predicting the museum visitor experience (Falk, 2009). Among his reasons 

for creating the new model, Falk felt the need to mitigate the traditional limitations concerning 

“temporal and spatial perspectives of the museum visitor experience” (Falk, 2009, p. 34). It is 

important to note that Falk’s intensive interviewing has led to a preliminary model for 

understanding the museum visitor experience that will aid in museum professional practice and 

museum program evaluation. 

Prior studies have indicated that intensive interviewing, as a research method is 

acceptable within the general museum visitor public. John Falk’s work demonstrates that 

museum visitors are willing to recount their museum visit even years later (Falk, 2009). 

Although Falk’s work may not be generalizable at this time, it does seem promising that museum 

visitors in different contexts would be open to this method – even longitudinally. I would like to 
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use intensive interviewing longitudinally, to engage curators in an evolving discussion of social 

inclusion, museum practice, and curatorial voice. 

Prior studies have resulted in theoretical and practical models for the explanation of 

museum visitor behavior. In the example of Falk’s identity-related visit motivation model, the 

model has been used in subsequent research studies to formulate survey and interview questions. 

Researchers John Falk, Joseph Heimelich, and Kerry Bronnekant conducted a longitudinal NSF 

funded study into the making of meaning for Zoo and Aquarium visitors in collaboration with the 

Monterey Bay Aquarium and the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (Falk, Heimlich, & 

Bronnenkant, 2008). The researchers utilized Falk’s model to explore questions of visitor 

knowledge concerning conservation and environmental issues (Falk et al., 2008). This researcher 

seeks to use longitudinal data collected from curatorial interviews to develop models for socially 

inclusive museum practice and to construct a model to deepen our practical understanding of 

curatorial voice.  

3.10.11 Introduction to Exhibit Evaluation  

Exhibit evaluation, while an accepted practice within the museum practitioner 

community, it is hardly a standardized process (Serrell, 1996, p. 226). Reasons for the variety in 

exhibit evaluation may include the unique nature of each museum and the multiple professional 

traditions that exist within the museum practitioner community. Serrell, an expert in the realm of 

exhibit evaluation notes, “In the past, no set of standards for judging the excellence of exhibits 

has been accepted or widely use. Even the suggestion that exhibit standards be set is annoying to 

many museum practitioners” (Serrell, 1996, p. 226). Despite the feelings of annoyance 

experienced by some museum practitioners, the museum professional community as a whole 

understands that standards must be designed in order to measure progress, direction, and societal 

value of museums (Serrell, 1996).  

 Although standardized exhibit evaluation is not a widely accepted practice, research into 

exhibit evaluation effectiveness has been conducted for over forty years (Shettel, Butcher, 

Cotton, Northrup, & Slough, 1968). Researchers have routinely utilized exhibit evaluation as an 

instrument for understanding the theme or voice of an exhibit. Unless a museum clearly 

articulates that the opinions expressed within the exhibit belong to individuals, the curatorial 

voice is assumed to belong to the institution (Serrell, 1996, p. 112). Museum researchers have 

frequently connected an exhibit evaluation to instruments designed for discerning learning 
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outcomes achieved by museum visitors. In essence, museum researchers have attempted to 

determine the level of understanding attained by museum visitors post-museum visit in relation 

to the curatorial voice of the exhibit. In some cases researchers have tested museum visitor 

knowledge prior to exposure to the exhibit, and then repeated the test post-exhibit visit. Falk has 

conducted longitudinal studies with museum visitors in which participants are asked to recall the 

knowledge acquired during the museum visit months or years post-museum visit (Falk, 2000, 

2009; Falk & Dierking, 1992; Falk et al., 2007, 2008, 2010). In order for these research studies 

to be effective, exhibit evaluation was a necessary tool for discerning the curatorial voice of the 

exhibit. 

Exhibit evaluation matrices or rubrics are often designed for the understanding of specific 

learning outcomes, and account for the unique nature of the museums to be studied. An exhibit 

evaluation designed for an art museum may vary greatly from an exhibit evaluation designed for 

a children’s museum (Serrell, 1996). The axis of an exhibit evaluation matrix generally accounts 

for data sources and program objectives (Hein, 1982, p. 309; Hein & College, 1995).  

3.10.12 The Exhibit Evaluation Rubric 

The researcher utilized a pre-made observation rubric for the collection of data within an 

exhibit; see Appendix C, “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric.” In the original methodology, the 

researcher was to spend a maximum of three hours in one exhibit – and only one exhibit within 

each museum. During those three hours, the researcher was to determine the objects that: best 

represent contested subject matter; and the objects utilized for identity work by museum visitors. 

The researcher expected to collect both qualitative and quantitative data through the use of this 

“Exhibit Evaluation Rubric.”  

The reality of the “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric” fell short of the researcher’s expectations. 

Instead of three hours in an exhibit, the researcher spent days in each exhibit, adding up to at 

least a week at each site. An example of this extended process occurred in the Arab American 

National Museum: The researcher attempted to note the items of contested subject matter within 

the museum exhibits. After five days of searching the museum, the researcher found no contested 

subject matter on display. The researcher believed the “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric” to be a 

complete failure but upon further reflection, the researcher proposed that the rubric did indeed 

function, just not in the way originally intended.  
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The researcher assessed the “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric” and found that it was inefficient 

for capturing the following data: the number of objects on display; the number of objects on 

display that meet the qualifications of contested subject matter; object metadata; the number of 

objects on display that meet the qualifications for gatekeeping mechanisms; or the number of 

objects that meet the qualifications for identity work. First, the number of objects on display was 

unfortunately often incalculable by the researcher. The researcher attempted to use photography 

to capture the entirety of the objects on display, only to find it still difficult to count. In every 

case, the curators interviewed had no specific idea of how many objects were on display, meet 

certain criteria, or even existed within the entirety of the collection. The researcher attempted to 

document object metadata in the museum exhibits, but failed to do so consistently as the majority 

of the objects displayed had no associated metadata posted.  

Although the “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric” was deemed unreliable by the researcher for 

determining the quantity of objects, it was a useful tool for documenting the quality of objects on 

display. The researcher, through the use of the rubric, became more aware of exemplars of 

objects meeting the criteria of the study. In particular, the researcher became acutely aware of the 

lack of exemplars within certain exhibits, namely the Arab American National Museum. If the 

researcher had not utilized the rubric to carefully document each museum, it is unlikely that the 

lack of contested subject matter in the Arab American National Museum would have been noted 

during the course of the study. The rubric, which in some ways failed the researcher, also drove 

the researcher to search harder for exemplars, and in this way was a useful tool. 

3.10.13 Field Notes 

The researcher kept written observations, or field notes, during the museum visits. These 

notes included descriptions of interviews and exhibits. The researcher would describe the 

conditions of the museum, the museum visitors, and the points at which she took photographs. 

These field notes were scribbled quickly into the researcher’s livescribe notepad, thus facilitating 

an easy transition into typed text via Evernote. Occasionally, these notes included hand drawn 

sketches. In particular, these notes provided a starting point for the researcher to journal her 

reflections on the process post-visit.  

3.11 Chapter Summary 

The methods described in this chapter are exploratory and reflect the qualitative nature of 

this dissertation research. The researcher engaged in two forms of data collection: exhibit 
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evaluation and intensive interviewing. Five museums that handle contested subject matter were 

examined, and a total of ten curatorial interviews were conducted. The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim from audio recordings, and the transcripts sent to the curator participants for 

review and revision. The data from these two data collections were coded separately twice: first 

through open, axial, and collective coding; second through Nvivo software. Another researcher 

provided inter-coder reliability by reviewing the data and the developed codebook. Once reviews 

were completed, the researcher examined the coded data to determine themes for analysis. The 

researcher used this thematic content analysis to answer the research questions of the dissertation 

study. The intent of this research method was to complement current research through methods 

acceptable to both museum practitioners and researchers, and to explore the ways in which 

curatorial voice, gatekeeping mechanisms, and co-creation of identity are connected to the 

socially inclusive goals of museums handling contested subject matter.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

4.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter outlines the results of the data analysis. The researcher analyzed data 

collected from five museums: 10 interview transcripts, 5 exhibit evaluations, related museum 

publications, and written researcher observations (field notes). The researcher investigated the 

mechanisms used to craft curatorial voice within museums handling contested subject matter. 

The researcher recorded the curators’ perceptions about their role in meeting the socially 

inclusive goals of their museum. This chapter presents the findings of these analyses in two main 

sections: Descriptive Analysis of Participant Museums and Comparative Analysis of Participant 

Museums.  

4.2 Descriptive Analysis of Participant Museums 

4.2.1 Introduction 

In this section, a descriptive analysis is given of each participant museum. The findings 

are presented one museum at a time. For each museum, the researcher has organized the 

descriptive analysis into two sections: Descriptive Analysis of the Museum and Descriptive 

Analysis of Curator Perceptions.  

This first section, Descriptive Analysis of the Participant Museums is subdivided into 

three categories: The Physical Museum; The Curator Participants; and The Contested Subject 

Matter. The descriptions within this first section are formed from the interview data, museum 

publications, the exhibit evaluation rubric, and the researcher notes. The first category details the 

physical museum. The second category details the curator participants, often from their own 

perspective or self-description. The third category details the nature of the contested subject 

matter handled by the museum. 

The second section, Descriptive Analysis of Curator Perceptions, is subdivided into four 

categories: Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeping Mechanism Used to Craft Curatorial Voice; The 

Socially Inclusive role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; and Other 

Significant Phenomena within the Museum. In the first category, meanings of curatorial voice 

are detailed, often in the curator participants’ own words. In the second category, each of the 
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gatekeeping mechanisms identified at the museum are detailed by the curator and the researcher. 

In the third category, the researcher and the curator participants combine their descriptions into 

examples of social inclusion and co-construction of identity within the museum. In the fourth 

category, the researcher outlines significant other phenomenon identified during the research 

study, but that is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

4.2.2 Descriptive Analysis of the 9/11 Memorial Museum, New York, NY 

In this section, a detailed descriptive analysis of the 9/11 Memorial Museum in New 

York City is provided. The analysis is broken down into three categories: The Physical Museum; 

The Curator Participants; The Contested Subject Matter. 

4.2.2.1 The Physical Museum: The National September 11 Memorial Museum is a 

“companion” (Joe Daniels in Greenwald, 2013, p. 8) to the National September 11 Memorial 

constructed on the former site of the World Trade Center in New York City. The museum 

“Serves as the country’s principal institution for examining the implications of the events of 

9/11, documenting the impact of those events and exploring the continuing significance of 

September 11, 2001” (“About the Museum | National September 11 Memorial & Museum,” 

2015). The National September 11 Memorial Museum mission statement reads:  

“The National September 11 Memorial Museum at the World Trade Center bears 

solemn witness to the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 and February 26, 1993. 

The Museum honors the nearly 3,000 victims of these attacks and all those who 

risked their lives to save others. It further recognizes the thousands who survived and 

all who demonstrated extraordinary compassion in the aftermath. Demonstrating the 

consequences of terrorism on individual lives and its impact on communities at the 

local, national, and international levels, the Museum attests to the triumph of human 

dignity over human depravity and affirms an unwavering commitment to the 

fundamental value of human life” (“Mission Statements | National September 11 

Memorial & Museum,” 2015). 

 

The curator participants echoed this mission statement, acknowledging their role in construction 

of a narrative that “Shows much more about what connects us as human beings than what 

separates us as human beings. What separates us as human beings is part of 9/11 – that’s the 

precipitating event – but what connects us is by far the larger story.”  

Physically, the museum is 110,000 square feet with five levels of exhibits. The museum opened 

in 2014 after the Memorial opened in 2011. The sheer size of the institution contributes, as noted 

by curator participants, to visitor “museum fatigue.” To enter the museum, one must first pass 
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through “airport like security- that was not the norm before 9/11, that is part of daily life now.” 

After the metal detectors and bag searches, the researcher embarked upon an exhibit evaluation. 

The main historical exhibition is “broken up into three parts: part one- the events of the day; part 

two- the before 9/11; and part three- after 9/11.” The museum visitors are funneled through this 

historical exhibition: international visitors listen to translated audio guides; teenagers take cell-

phone pictures ‘selfies’ in front of the images of destruction; entire families move solemnly from 

one exhibit label to the next. Visitors are given several options throughout the historical exhibit: 

to listen, via audio wands, to the voices of the victims of the events of September 11; to read 

only the text of quotes presented along the walls; to “opt-in” to the alcoves for viewing of 

graphic video footage of September 11; to exit the exhibit entirely through “early exits;” to give 

their testimony of the events of September 11 in the Reflecting on 9/11 Gallery; to touch the steel 

beams of the World Trade Center; to write their words of remembrance on the ephemeral wall; to 

interact with docent volunteers – often survivors of the events of September 11.  

4.2.2.2 The Curator Participants: Two curators participated in this research. For the 

first interview, the researcher met with the curator participant in a cold isolated conference room 

in the basement level of the 9/11 Memorial Museum. The interviewee sat facing the researcher, 

back turned to the museum observer chaperone. The interviewee is intelligent, articulate and 

passionate about his work. He is comfortable, and seems prepared for this interview. I had met 

him the week before at a conference and had coffee together to build rapport. He is dressed in 

business attire. His colleague, the museum chaperone, silently observes the entire interview in 

accordance with their public relations and legal guidelines. It is unknown the extent to which the 

interview chaperones influenced the answers of the curator respondent. The researcher reflected 

in her journal that she found the presence of the “chaperone” intimidating, and was disturbed by 

the supervised scenario.This curator participant has worked at this museum, in some capacity, for 

nine years.  

For the second interview, the researcher met with the curator participant in a conference 

room within the museum’s office building, across from the September 11 Memorial Museum. 

Constant traffic passes by the conference room windows. Some electronic device beeps 

constantly; participant seems oblivious to the repetitive noise. Unlike the first interviewee, the 

second participant sits next to her museum chaperone, engaging her in the dialogue. This 

museum chaperone participates in the dialogue, but only when the interviewee elicits a response. 
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It is unknown the extent to which these interview “chaperones” influenced the answers of the 

curator respondents. The researcher reflected in her journal that she found the presence of the 

“chaperones” intimidating, and was disturbed by the supervised scenario. The curator participant 

is intelligent, articulate and passionate about her work. She is fervent in her responses and keenly 

aware of the interview process. She is also dressed in business attire. The curator participant has 

worked at this museum for 10 years. For both interviewees, there was the acknowledgement that 

this museum project, “wasn't a one-year commitment, it was a decade commitment.” Both of the 

interviews at this museum took over an hour to complete, as the participants were extremely 

interested in the discussion. 

4.2.2.3 The Contested Subject Matter: The September 11 Memorial Museum houses 

numerous objects, recordings, and human remains. The exhibit evaluation rubric was ineffective 

in this museum. This museum is entirely too massive and the collection too large to detail with a 

small three page rubric. All items presented were sensitive or contested subject matter. One 

interviewee described the contested subject material thusly,  

“I'm a New Yorker, I didn't appreciate...I was in the city on 9/11, I didn't appreciate… to 

the degree I do now until I started physically working on this site, working with our 

stakeholders, working with the people who were directly affected…this subject matter 

never got easier, never got less emotional.”  

 

The physical structure of the museum is massive, and significance of even the open empty spaces 

is not lost on the curator participants, “We are physically doing this story in the unplanned 

cemetery for nearly 3 thousand people.” 

In response to the sensitive nature of the contested subject matter of the September 11 

Memorial Museum, the curators “Had to come up with a principle, some certain shaping 

principles, public presentation principles that felt appropriate to the fact that we inhabit a 

memorial.” A curator in this example elaborated upon the specifics of these principles,   

“One of those principles was that we do not show pictures of body parts. That's not 

because there aren't hundreds of pictures of body parts, but because it felt wrong. The 

sensibility felt wrong in a place where also we have the repository of human remains. 

Ours too...that sensibility felt wrong.”  

 

The curators viewed the objects, including audio recordings as “sacred” and treated these 

artifacts as they would “human remains.” 
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4.2.3 Descriptive Analysis of Curator Perceptions at the 9/11 Memorial Museum 

In this section a detailed descriptive analysis of the Curator Participants at the 9/11 

Memorial Museum in New York City is provided. The descriptions are presented in four 

categories: Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeping Mechanism used to Craft Curatorial Voice; The 

Socially Inclusive role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; Other Significant 

Phenomena within the Museum. 

4.2.3.1 Curatorial Voice: Curatorial voice was described by one interviewee to be most 

evident in the written label text and in, “Terms of the curatorial choices we have made in 

selecting what objects or imagery, or moving imagery or any of the audio or any of the assets in 

the exhibition that also had a voice to it.” According to this interviewee, the curatorial voice of 

the September 11 Memorial Museum is comprised of the authentic voices of those individuals 

directly impacted by September 11th and also the voices of the objects. Another interviewee 

referred to the voices of the September 11th objects as “Numen,” a Latin word that indicates that 

the objects, “Have a spirit, a human spirit, they had suffered, but somehow they prevail in 

keeping that person's story present in the museum.” Although both curator participants indicated 

that label text was of extreme importance in listening for curatorial voice, one curator described 

eavesdropping, the act of actually listening to the conversations within the museum: 

“One of the first things that I will probably literally listen to is how visitors are talking 

amongst themselves and repeating the content using their own words. I find that easier to 

sort of eavesdrop in on parents or grandparents or caregivers with children because 

they're often reinterpreting material for a younger audience, oh! are they picking up on 

the narrative points? Or what part of the label copy are they sharing back with someone 

else? It doesn't always have to be intergenerational, it also can be someone come here, 

look at this, did you know about this? And so that's sort of a way of what really is being 

communicated, of what someone is taking in, and when they're repeating it are they 

getting it correct? ” 

 

Eavesdropping reflected this curator’s perception of curatorial voice as a “living breathing 

document” comparable to a mission statement. The curator interviewee compared curatorial 

voice to an institutional voice, advocating its use to answer important museological questions, 

“Is your voice still true to the exhibition that you're still developing? Does your exhibition in the 

end have that voice? So there's an iterative evaluation process.”  

A curator interviewee also described curatorial voice as “a shared polestar in how a story 

or a narrative is constructed around an event, an issue, a person, you know – a topic.” As a 
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“shared polestar,” curatorial voice acts as the agreed upon point in collective memory – in this 

case the events of September 11th. From the perspective of curatorial voice as a localized “shared 

polestar,” one curator indicated that curatorial voice is described,  

“Differently according to each and every project I’ve worked on because there is no one-

stop shopping an answer – I think one’s voice as a curator, in this case (the September 11 

Memorial Museum), collective voice as a curator emerges the more you work with the 

material and understand the issues that are embedded and threaded through them” 

 

4.2.3.2 Gatekeeping Mechanisms Used to Craft Curatorial Voice: Information 

Gatekeeping occurred on a number of levels within the museum. The curator participants 

indicated that gatekeeping began with the collection of artifacts: “We have two oral historians on 

staff. We also have a partnership with StoryCorps, which is a national oral history 

organization.”... “So it was more sort of directing those people who were giving those oral 

histories to share as much as they were comfortable sharing and as complete of a story as they 

wanted to share rather than trying to get them to say anything in particular.” Oral history 

techniques were employed to help September 11th survivors provide detailed information to the 

museum. These oral histories and audio recordings generated the, “Personal stories and first 

person quotations that we have sort of elevated to the forefront of the exhibition experience.”  

The interviewees acknowledged that this museum departs from traditional label copy, preferring 

instead “balance and hierarchy” between first person quotes and more dense text, explaining that,  

“Our role was more an enabling role, first of all to identify those voices, to vet those 

voices, and then figure out ways in which those voices were on stage. Whether it was 

literally the voice, spoken voice, the archival sound voice, of the day, the people 

remembering the day, or those artifacts- I mean impact steel, it can't talk to you but it is 

some of the most telegraphic material in the museum.”  

 

The act of highlighting those authentic voices through the gatekeeping mechanism of display 

resulted in an exhibit, “That when we had the ability to use a first person quote or in the 

hierarchy of the information – graphically the quotations will be larger, they will be higher up on 

the wall so the visitor can see them first.”  

The use of authentic voices also resulted in more accessible label text as the quotes 

contained words utilized in everyday language as opposed to the verbiage of academia or the 

jargon of artists. Both participants acknowledged emphatically that, “Visitors are only going to 

read so much, the length of the label, the sentences, anything that you can make it more 

digestible for visitors across the range of you know reading levels and other sensory spectrum 
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just makes it a better experience for everybody.” The accessibility of the actual words, written at 

“a 10th grade reading level, it's not a sixth or eighth grade reading level which is usually 

recommended.” The curator participant remarked upon the possible decrease in accessibility due 

to the demanding nature of exhibit written text and described the numerous museum planning 

discussions that struggled with determining appropriate text. The exhibition labels within the 

September 11 Museum are layered, or “tiered labels,” described by one participant as, “Where 

you get your headline that everybody can read, if they want to, and will not stop them from 

moving on to the next key fact or key why is it here or what purpose? The tertiary is for the more 

juicy, or for the more learner or the more curious.”  

The interviewees spoke of the importance of deletion as a gatekeeping mechanism in the 

construction of curatorial voice – specifically during label copyediting. Deletion of adjectives 

occurred, as one interviewee explained, “Adjectives have been stripped away. We don't need to 

tell the public something is beautiful, something is horrible. They can figure it out for 

themselves; you know to let them have that sensory encounter, you know, with that primary 

evidence.” The transfer of authority from curator to museum visitor in modern museums is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation, however one curator did mention this trend, saying “I think 

the whole subject of curatorial voice has changed radically in my many years of toiling in these 

fields,” and that “Connoisseurship in my era was just beginning to give way.”  

Deletion of text also occurred due to the physical constraints of the museum and the 

emotional thresholds of museum visitors. Museum visitors would have physical constraints as 

well, “Dwell time issues with our visitors, literally how long could they stay on their feet 

moving, learning, thinking, reading, having this experience.” In addition to the physical 

constraints of the museum visitors, the curators who did not want to “desensitize” or “overload” 

their visitors considered emotional needs. One participant spoke of a threshold: “There was that 

threshold there where visitors empathy shut down, and I think we began to practice an unstated 

rule, that the hotter the topic, the hotter the emotional content, the cooler the writing and design 

approach needed to be.” This interviewee also declared, “Our upper most objective, I think for 

this opening iteration was the emotional safety of our visitors over the usual need and zeal with 

which museums impart information.”  

The regard for the emotional safety of each museum visitor was balanced with the 

conscious non-use of the gatekeeping mechanism of withholding. In particular, the images and 
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video of victims falling to their death from the World Trade Center towers were moderated. The 

images, although disturbing, were kept in the exhibition “Because it was part of the morning of 

horror, by leaving it out all together we worried that people would say, “If they left that out, what 

else did they leave out?” The interviewees indicated their strong desire to present an accurate 

history of the events of September 11. Yet to safeguard the emotional well being of their visitors, 

the curators created “opt-in alcoves,” spaces that were physically partitioned from the main 

stream exhibit and that had explanatory text panels to inform the museum visitor of the explicit 

content prior to entry. The curators practiced a similar regard in the presentation of audio 

recordings,  

“We made a deliberate choice that we  (pause) that there was a line that we 

weren't comfortable crossing (pause) that we were not going to have or play for any 

visitor someone who was on the phone in sort of their last seconds, right up to the 

moment when they died (pause) that didn't feel comfortable to place a visitor in that 

moment with someone was basically here, when they died  (pause) that was too invasive 

of someone's privacy that didn't seem to advance any part of the narrative, you know that 

this person is going to die, all the label copy when we mention any individual lists 

whether they lived or died so that you know that  (pause) that just did not just feel 

comfortable to us. We had advisors on the project who said that those types of audio 

archival recordings is to treat them in some way similar to human remains - but they're 

not the same thing - they're not physical remains - but in some ways they're they only 

thing that is left (pause) to really think about that, and to use that, if it all, judiciously, and 

so we do have archival audio, but not from those final moments.”  

 

Audio recordings were presented within the exhibits through the use of “audio wands,” hand-

held receivers that played the audio clip. Museum visitors could read the panel text, including the 

verbiage of the audio quote, and then chose whether or not to engage in listening to the audio 

recording via the “audio wand.”  

The September 11 Memorial Museum collects “encyclopedically across all formats that 

9/11 somehow imprinted,” including audio, video, and artifacts. As is the case with other 

museums, most items remain stored and not on display (Lord & Piacente, 2014, p. 123), the 

“Collections are of course much larger than the small percentage that is pulled out for the 

opening exhibition.” The September 11 Memorial Museum collections is rotated, in a form of 

calculated withholding, so that artifacts may be properly conserved but also “because we have 

such depth of material and we want to honor all of these stories if we can.” One interviewee 

summed up their approach to the gatekeeping mechanism of withholding: “Part of the confidence 
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curatorialy of any project is knowing what to leave out – we had to have the confidence of saying 

nice to have? ‘yes”, Necessary to have? ‘no.’”  

The September 11 Memorial Museum collection is extensive, and there are multiple 

items that are essentially duplicates – for example two-way radios. The curators chose 

consciously not to use repetition as a gatekeeping mechanism with duplicate items such as 

walkie talkie two-way radios, and “Felt that at a lot of points, visitors understand that is there 

something else that can talk about communication or talk about an emergency response, and 

communicate a story to the visitors. So we were looking specifically not to repeat the same type 

of artifact.”  In other instances, the curators chose to exhibit duplicates, “There is one area where 

we have three cases right next to each other, and they all have different shoes in them…So that 

was intentional, we could have had three completely different types of objects - it was a really 

interesting phenomenon that people kept their shoes after 9/11.” The interviewees indicated that 

repetition was only practiced as a gatekeeping mechanism if it furthered the historical narrative 

and contributed to the memorial mission of the museum.  

The interviewees also explained that they intentionally did not practice the gatekeeping 

mechanism disregard during the crafting of curatorial voice, “I don’t think we disregard material 

but how we deal with material that could have been disregarded. I think this would have to do 

with conspiracy theories and conspiracy theorists.” The curators could have chosen to disregard 

information – information that is publicly known but not widely accepted – about conspiracy 

theories. Instead, the historical exhibit does provide information about the conspiracy theories 

surrounding the events of September 11. 

The physical surroundings of the artifacts within the September 11 Memorial Museum 

were carefully developed, and the use of the gatekeeping mechanism of display is evident in the 

number and type of partitioning walls. In the first part of the historical exhibition, “As you move 

through the space there is a much higher quantity of partition walls that prevent you from 

looking around the next corner - that was also intentional design decision…you didn't know on 

that day (September 11th) whether you were watching on television or listening to the radio or 

actually in one of these sites what was going to come next.” One interviewee described this use 

of partition walls as “a design decision to as a response to how people were feeling in the 

immediate aftermath, there was still so much going (pause) -There was all of these episodes 

happening (pause) so integration of content and design.”  
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The gatekeeping mechanism of display is also apparent in the designed directionality of 

the pathway through the exhibit. The September 11th Memorial Museum has a pathway, but it is 

not necessarily directional. One curator spoke of the directionality of the pathway, 

“I think we did intentionally say that part of our job was to remind people of how 

confusing this day was. So, the primary path through the exhibition allows you to 

definitely sense that happening, that happening, the overlapping narratives of this 

day...but we put the timeline in the historical exhibition because we wanted, that is where 

we gesture - know this was what was happening at this place, at these places because 

there was a story unfolding in the air no one knew about, there was a story unfolding at 

the buildings that few of us knew about, there were events unfolding in the streets, 

unfolding below ground, we had events unfolding in multiple places.”  

 

The gatekeeping mechanism of display, through directionality of pathway, is utilized to generate 

a sense of chaos and confusion applicable to the experience of September 11th.  

The curator interviewees also crafted curatorial voice through the mechanism of display 

by carefully choosing the surroundings for artifacts within the exhibit. One curator gave two 

insightful examples into the use of the gatekeeping mechanism display. 

“I think it's good, example, we have physical evidence in the museum that on the one 

hand is tied to the perpetrators and on the other hand is tied to their victims. They may be 

the same types of evidence; they may be a driver’s license that was recovered at the 

scene. They have very different hues, we think, as to how they are presented. So for 

example, evidence the things that basically were there, that were found by investigators 

to prove the plot are very different from the items excavated in the wreckage that went 

back to families and then were donated by families to us. They may be the same item but 

they are handled very differently. So recovered property tied to victims I had been an 

advocate, very early on, do not place it naked, like on an autopsy table you might do that 

for the hijacker - you know box cutter. But if it was a tool used by a firefighter that was 

recovered, his or her version of a box cutter and it was on their person, with them, where 

they were recovered, that would have a presentation where it's a textile ground that is 

gently sort of cradling the object (she cradles her hands together to show the meaning of 

her words) and it has a different cues, warmer lighting, it's quieter, you know, that was 

because we are a memorial museum and these horrible cherished keepsakes that went 

back to families and then back to us are sometimes the only evidence, the only cold 

certainty that a family member got back that their loved one had actually been here 

because their body had never been recovered.” 

 

The curators indicated that many personnel had been a part of the construction of 

curatorial voice in the September 11 Memorial Museum. Colleagues from other museums, 

outside consultants, as well as September 11 Memorial Museum personnel, as one curator 

recounts, “We could not have done this project without the input and support of our colleagues 
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from around the world at these kinds of sites...they were incredibly generous, in sharing their 

learned wisdom, both the good, the bad, the ugly. I mean just so honest and so supportive.” 

These multiple perspectives lent “Many eyes on them, many editors, many pens, and where we 

arrived was more in line I think perceptually with where we thought our visitors would be 

emotionally.” Despite the multitude of voices, the gatekeeping mechanism of localization was 

utilized in the crafting of curatorial voice,  “What we also learned was that all events are local. 

There is no way that you can export the solution found at this site or that place or this historical 

context and import it here.” The interviewees indicated that the curatorial voice of the September 

11 Memorial Museum was crafted to reflect the location – the footprint of the World Trade 

Center in New York City.  

An interesting component of the September 11 Memorial Museum were the integrated 

“early exits” from the historical exhibition. As a courtesy to the emotional thresholds of the 

museum visitors, these exits allow visitors to exit the more intense sections of the exhibits to 

compose themselves. As a gatekeeping mechanism, these early exits allow the museum visitor to 

completely cut off the curatorial voice of the museum.  

4.2.3.3 The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of 

Identity: Socially inclusive museum practices are evident in the exhibits of the September 11 

Memorial Museum. An example of the co-construction of identity and also the socially inclusive 

nature of this museum is the Reflecting on 9/11 Gallery. This gallery is an entire installation, 

“About people who were directly connected, or who are still thinking about 9/11 to speak about 

why 9/11 is still significant today, why it's important to remember whether its context is 

American or global or what not.” In Reflecting on 9/11 Gallery, voices of those directly impacted 

by September 11th and the voices of,  “Actual visitors who have come here and left their own 

thoughts,” are interspersed. This gallery is a space in which individuals can co-construct identity, 

contribute to collective memory, and add their voice to the “growing installation.” One curator 

declared that in this gallery, “There isn't a museum voice that's part of that, there's definitely a 

curatorial voice in that we chose to take ourselves out of that dialogue and really allow it to be a 

dialogue between all of these other individuals.”    

Notions such as, “It’s ok to pose a question, rather than an answer, and to allow visitors 

their own space to mediate what they’re seeing” further the co-construction of identity within the 

exhibits. Museum visitors are encouraged to write a message about their experience upon an 
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ever-changing ephemeral wall. This installation won the 2015 American Alliance of Museums 

(AAM) Silver Muse Award for Interactive Kiosks. (“2015 MUSE Awards,” 2015) The 

installation, “Signing Steel Interactive” was described by AAM Muse judges thusly, 

 “This is a well thought out and executed example of creating a community in the way it 

ties a digital remembrance book to people and place. Also impressive was the immediacy 

of the interactive with the geolocated signature appearing just seconds after it is written, 

allowing people to share their personal testimony and story right there, right then. This is 

an interactive that is simple, emotionally connected, beautiful and socially engaging” 

(“2015 MUSE Awards,” 2015). 

 

As an interactive kiosk, this installation allows visitors to place their own voice and to dialogue 

with others in a space of extreme significance.  

4.2.3.4 Other Significant Phenomena within the Museum:  

The curator interviewees recognized their role in the generation of a national museum, 

and were wary of creating a definitive history of September 11th.  

“Then came the issue of historical perspective. Would we be considered audacious to 

have historical perspective opening a museum you know, twelve to fourteen years away 

from the precipitating event? Good historians would say that you have no historical 

perspective. You are still too scarred, you’re still too confused, and in the case of 

September 11, its impact is still unspooling in the news everyday. So, be very mindful 

and cautious of having an authoritative voice. Let the voice of the eyewitness, the voice 

of the actors in the story predominate.” 

 

The curators interviewed were intensely aware of the psychological distance between the 

museum visitors and the events of September 11th, “I think our, (pause) certainly- challenge, and 

we knew it would be a challenge, is how close we are to the event to itself.” Although an 

exploration of the psychological distance hypothesis in museums handling contested material 

would be relevant to this research, it is beyond the scope of this dissertation.  

4.2.4 Descriptive Analysis of the Arab American National Museum Detroit, Michigan 

In this section, a detailed descriptive analysis of the Arab American National Museum in 

Detroit Michigan is provided. The analysis is broken down into three categories: The Physical 

Museum; The Curator Participants; The Contested Subject Matter. 

4.2.4.1 The Physical Museum: Opened in 2005, the Arab American National Museum is 

located near Detroit in Dearborn, Michigan. The Arab American National Museum mission 

statement reads,  
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“The AANM documents, preserves, celebrates and educates the public on the history, life, 

culture, and contributions of Arab Americans. We serve as a resource to enhance the knowledge 

and understanding about Arab Americans and their presence in the United States”   

(Telling Our Story The Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 6). 

Dearborn is considered by AANM to be “A city that had been historically hostile to ethnic and 

racial minorities, including Arab Americans.” (Telling Our Story The Arab American National 

Museum, 2007, p. 11) In this location, the museum “Stands as a shining example that Arab 

Americans can collaborate to launch these important institutions that are so necessary for our 

survival in America” (Telling Our Story The Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 9). As a 

product of the Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services (ACCESS), this 

museum is designed to be an “institution that would tell our story.” (Telling Our Story The Arab 

American National Museum, 2007, p. 9) The museum’s founders, admittedly, did not have a 

museum background to undertake the design of AANM, and turned for inspiration to two other 

ethnic museums (also included in this study): the Wing Luke Museum in Seattle and the 

Japanese American National Museum in Los Angeles (Telling Our Story The Arab American 

National Museum, 2007, pp. 11–12). The museum founders realized that there were inherent 

issues in the creation of an ethnic museum,  

“Building a museum that focuses on Arab Americans and tells their story from their own 

perspective, if not planned and implemented carefully, could reinforce the view that Arab 

Americans are the “others” and not an integral part of the larger American story.” (Telling Our 

Story The Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 12)  

 

In this cautious manner, the Arab American National Museum presents a permanent historical 

exhibition that is divided into three main sections: “Coming to America,” “Living in America,” 

and “Making an Impact.” The museum also has two temporary exhibits, in June 2015 the 

displayed exhibits were “Detroit to Bagdad,” and “Ten.” 

4.2.4.2 The Curator Participants: Two curators participated in this research. Both 

interviews were performed in the conference room, adjacent to the main entrance of the museum. 

The rotunda entrance of the museum echoes greatly, and Arab music is piped continuously 

through this section of the building. The participants seem oblivious to the Arab music. The first 

interview was uninterrupted, however museum personnel constantly interrupted the second 

interview. In the situations in which the interview that was interrupted by museum volunteers, 

the curator respondents may have also altered their answers in response to the instruction. The 
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first participant is quiet (muted) in her responses. She is very guarded and hesitant to answer 

(especially in any detail) during the course of the thirty-minute interview. She has a vested 

interest in the museum, self-describes as a Syrian American, and has been working at this 

museum for 9 years. She is young, dressed casually, and extremely pregnant. Researcher learned 

(the next day) that the participant had gone into labor shortly after the interview and would be on 

maternity leave for several months. The second participant is engaged in the conversation but 

guarded in her responses. She is new to the museum (less than 4 years). This participant is 

careful in her answers and the researcher notes that, “Even in her apparent ‘slips’ in her answers, 

her information seems well-calculated – just enough to satiate me, the researcher – not enough to 

endanger her – this interview is a dance, a theatrical discourse.” The second interview lasted an 

hour and fifteen minutes. 

4.2.4.3 The Contested Subject Matter: There was no contested subject matter present in 

the permanent exhibits. The museum book, “Telling Our Story The Arab American National 

Museum,” lists a section within the permanent exhibit “9/11/2001.” This section contains a 

sample letter from the US Department of Justice to an Arab American citizen. The letter outlines 

the US Department of Justice intent to interview an Arab American individual concerning the 

events of September 11, 2001. Although this letter is pictured in the AANM book, it and the 

accompanying section are missing from the physical permanent exhibit. The researcher 

attempted to locate this section on five separate days, and was unable to find any mention of the 

persecution of Arab Americans post-9/11. One curator interviewee did speak briefly of the 

contested subject matter, “We at this museum are pretty darn hesitant to talk about like the 

current events in the Middle East for example.” 

4.2.5 Descriptive Analysis of Curator Perceptions at the Arab American National Museum 

In this section a detailed descriptive analysis of the Curator Participants at the Arab 

American National Museum is provided. The descriptions are presented in four categories: 

Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeping Mechanism used to Craft Curatorial Voice; The Socially 

Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; Other Significant 

Phenomena within the Museum. 

4.2.5.1 Curatorial Voice: The curator interviewees both described curatorial voice in 

terms of a “story.” The first interviewee defined curatorial voice as, “It’s the pieces of the story 

that are important to be conveyed in whatever work we’re doing. And compiled in a way which 
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is hopefully easy for the visitor to grasp and understand.” The second curator described 

curatorial voice in more detail, “ The text that’s within an exhibit, the way an exhibit is, the way 

the items in the exhibit are selected, the way it is put together – the design – if there’s a path to 

walk through it like a story that’s relevant throughout, the things that are highlighted in the 

exhibit.”  When asked, “How do you listen for curatorial voice in an exhibit?” One interviewee 

described herself as a “label reader.” Another curator explained that she discerned curatorial 

voice by looking for clues, like “How is the exhibit introduced? If there are sections, how they 

view the division of it – the general topic? And what sort of objects they bring forth and the 

pathway they are leading you on if there is one.”  

4.2.5.2 Gatekeeping Mechanisms: Information Gatekeeping occurred, and is occurring 

in the crafting of curatorial voice within the Arab American National Museum. Gatekeeping 

began with the collection of objects for the permanent exhibition, all of which were donated. 

“We did not have to purchase a single item” (Telling Our Story The Arab American National 

Museum, 2007, p. 13). The collection process for AANM was complicated by events of 

September 11, 2001: 

“This made dealing with Arab identity and representation even more challenging. After 

September 11, Arab Americans felt under attack; fear and apprehension dominated our 

community. Many wanted to distance themselves from their Arab heritage and did not want to 

share their stories and experiences. Some of the people that I had planned to feature in the 

permanent exhibits contacted me, asking not be included and to send back their artifacts.” 

(Anan Ameri, Director AANM in Telling Our Story The Arab American National Museum, 

2007, p. 13). The intended collections process was one of donation, and this sentiment was 

echoed by one of the curator interviewees,  

“That was the intent, that they would all be community donated, but there are a couple 

small exceptions where we wanted specific objects like a certain book - I'm just thinking 

of the religious texts- some of them we purchased copies because sometimes it's not just 

something a community is willing to give up or you can easily get.”  

 

Items were occasionally purchased to augment the exhibition, and although the curator 

interviewee was hesitant to name these items as ‘props,’ these purchases were made to amplify 

curatorial voice through the mechanism of display. 

Although the curator participants listed several of the gatekeeping mechanisms, the 

interviewees detailed few examples. The gatekeeping mechanism of repetition was listed, but 

only to the extent of “Repetition of thematic content - yes! Sure! Because you've gotta get those 
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key messages across.” Accessibility, as a gatekeeping mechanism, was explored in terms of ADA 

compliance, “Accessibility we do try to -- especially with our traveling exhibits-- to have our 

video components that we produce for our exhibits, we have them captioned so that's 

accessible.” Deletion, as a gatekeeping mechanism occurred in past exhibits, “One that is 

traveling right now called "Creative Dissent" about the Arab Spring and we have removed some 

items from that but that's a different thing, that's not a manipulation…a deletion probably.” The 

gatekeeping mechanism of withholding was mentioned by one curator, but only as a form of 

“editing” the exhibit. The researcher observed withholding as a gatekeeping mechanism within 

the museum and noted, “the museum itself seems reluctant to give itself up.”  

4.2.5.3 The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of 

Identity: The Arab American National Museum began with a socially inclusive mandate – 

inclusive of the entire Arab American community. In particular, the Arab American community 

contributed to the donated items of the museum collection. The museum was founded from the 

Arab Community Center for Economic and Social Services (ACCESS), an organization that 

“builds human capacity” (Telling Our Story The Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 9). 

ACCESS provides “social services, mental health, education, employment, legal and medical 

services,” to the Detroit metro area and networks across the United States (Telling Our Story The 

Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 9). The social services nature of ACCESS led to the 

development of, “Exhibits that are inclusive of a wide range of personal stories” (Anan Ameri, 

Director AANM in Telling Our Story The Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 11). One 

curator echoed this sentiment, saying “The overall message is that Arab Americans are part of 

the fabric of America and they are a very diverse bunch and we are to preserve their stories, their 

heritage and share it and educate people on the Arab American community at large.” In order to 

meet the socially inclusive goals of ACCESS, “The museum team traveled around the country. 

We held meetings and focus groups in most cities that have large Arab American populations to 

assess the communities vision and expectations of an Arab American National Museum” (Anan 

Ameri, Director AANM in Telling Our Story The Arab American National Museum, 2007, p. 

14). One curator recalled this development process,  

“Of course the whole museum...really, our founding director worked with not just the 

Dearborn community, but that's where it started. But also Arab American communities 

around the nation. It was a very conscious effort to get that input from them...especially 

when it came to getting objects and stories collected and forming the narratives of the 



84 

exhibits. So that was the biggest instance of working within the community like that, and 

taking on their story.”  

 

Although the Arab American National Museum is inclusive of the diverse groups of Arab 

American identities, it is not inclusive of American society as a whole. 

4.2.5.4 Other Significant Phenomena within the Museum: The researcher encountered 

great difficulty in evaluating this museum for contested subject matter. Due to this difficulty, 

induced by the apparent withholding of contested subject matter, the researcher cannot identify 

the “polestar” or the point in collective Arab American memory around which this museum is 

formed. Explorations into the reasons for the use of the gatekeeping mechanism withholding, 

while relevant to this study, are beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

4.2.6 Descriptive Analysis of the Japanese American National Museum Los Angeles, 

California 

In this section, a detailed descriptive analysis of the Japanese American National 

Museum in Los Angeles California is provided. The analysis is broken down into three 

categories: a. The Physical Museum; b. The Curator Participants; c. The Contested Subject 

Matter. 

4.2.6.1 The Physical Museum: The Japanese American National Museum is located 

within the Los Angeles neighborhood of Little Tokyo. Opened in 1992, the Japanese American 

National Museum (JANM) is described as a “community-based institution,” as well as a 

“national” and an “international” museum (“Museum History | About | Japanese American 

National Museum,” 2016). The mission of the Japanese American National Museum is “To 

promote understanding and appreciation of America’s ethnic and cultural diversity by sharing the 

Japanese American experience” (“Museum History | About | Japanese American National 

Museum,” 2016). The museum features temporary exhibits and a core “on-going” exhibit, 

“Common Ground: The Heart of Community.” This semi-permanent main exhibit was not 

intended to stay in place for decades, yet has, and it was described by both the curators as the 

“on-going” exhibit. Although JANM specifically began as a service to the Japanese American 

community, the foundation of the museum has expanded and is explained thusly in their 

publications: 

“We share the story of Japanese Americans because we honor our nation’s diversity. We 

believe in the importance of remembering our history to better guard against the 
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prejudice that threatens liberty and equality in a democratic society. We strive as a world-

class museum to provide a voice for Japanese Americans and a forum that enables all 

people to explore their own heritage and culture. 

We promote continual exploration of the meaning and value of ethnicity in our country 

through programs that preserve individual dignity, strengthen our communities, and 

increase respect among all people. We believe that our work will transform lives, create a 

more just America and, ultimately, a better world ” (“Museum History | About | Japanese 

American National Museum,” 2016). 

 

4.2.6.2 The Curator Participants: Two curators participated in this research. The first 

curator participant has been employed by JANM for 12 years. The second curator participant has 

been involved with JANM for many years, but has only become an employee of the museum in 

the last two years. The interviews were conducted in a conference room within the library of 

JANM. During the interview, museum volunteers and library patrons utilized the library for 

reading and genealogical research. The library was visible through the glass windows of the 

conference room; however both interviews were lengthy and undisturbed by the library. Both 

curator participants were extremely engaged in the interview process, and express their deep 

commitment to the mission of the museum. Each of the curator participants self-identified as 

Japanese American, detailing the generation that they belong to and explaining their families’ 

relationship to the internment camps of World War II. Both interviews took over an hour to 

complete. 

4.2.6.3 The Contested Subject Matter: The Japanese American National Museum, itself 

has handled contested subject matter since its inception. The core exhibit, Common Ground, tells 

the difficult history of Japanese Americans, focusing on the World War II incarceration 

experience. One curator referred to the incarceration experience as a “rape” upon the civil rights 

of Japanese Americans. Despite the strong Japanese American community support, the curators 

interviewed reflected upon the difficulty of opening an ethnic specific museum. In particular, the 

move to create a uniquely Japanese American museum was not without controversy within the 

Japanese American community as one curator reminisced,  

“When I first started working here, we couldn't do Japanese programming because there are 

Nisei who choose to be American, not Japanese American. So anything Japanese was frowned 

upon. It wasn't until recently, like at the Perseverance show that could not have happened early 

in the museum history. So you see the changing, which has a lot to do with the way Japanese 

American community is transforming. That if you take it to other places, you don't have that 

hang up in a way.” 
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As the Japanese American community changed, so did the museum programming. The curators 

reported the most recent example of an exhibit containing contested subject matter, 

Perseverance. The show Perseverance focused upon tattoo culture and was “very controversial 

amongst the docent population.” One curator noted that the older docents generally associated 

tattoos with illicit gang activity, and that “The older generation are not as excited about tattoos as 

say the younger generation are.” One curator described the contested work of JANM thusly,  

“I'm not sure what point this would be or what term, but one of the challenges of working 

with a community organization is that there's a lot of controversies within the community, 

how do you address both without taking sides? So any curators who were to come in would 

have to find a way to tell both stories in a way that doesn't feel like we're manipulating the 

story.”  

 

4.2.7 Descriptive Analysis of Curator Perceptions at the Japanese American National 

Museum 

In this section a detailed descriptive analysis of the Curator Participants at the Japanese 

American National Museum is provided. The descriptions are presented in four categories: 

Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeping Mechanism Used to Craft Curatorial Voice; The Socially 

Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; Other Significant 

Phenomena within the Museum. 

4.2.7.1 Curatorial Voice: The curators interviewed each described curatorial voice 

differently, and in the context of their personal background, education, and profession. One 

curator is a screenwriter, and described curatorial voice as a “story…so basically, we’re writing a 

script.” For this curator, the curatorial voice of an exhibit should convey a message, in a story 

format with a “beginning, middle, and end.” This curator stressed simplicity, saying, “They need 

to keep their message simple with one or two things that everyone is going to walk away with.” 

In the interest of simplicity, “as little possible text on the wall” was an example method for 

crafting curatorial voice through the minimization of adjectives. Another curator emphasized the 

historical narrative of curatorial voice, explaining that curatorial voice, “Depends on the area 

that the curator is interested in as well as what they’re trained in. I’m a historian.”  

 The curator interviewees indicated that they also listened to curatorial voice differently. 

One curator was unfamiliar with the term curatorial voice prior to working at JANM, and only 
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became “consciously” aware of the role of curatorial voice after working within the museum. 

Another curator described their way of listening for curatorial voice thusly,  

“The first thing I do is: walk through very fast. I see and I look and I think about what 

message I took away from it. So when I do an exhibition here that’s what I always tell the 

curators or I do it myself. I talk about: If somebody walks through in one minute, what 

are they going to get from this whole thing? What message?”  

 

This curator, a screenwriter, described his approach to any museum exhibit as a moviegoer, 

“I typically go through very fast and I don’t read text and I don’t look at anything too 

closely – I just want to see what the feeling is – for me it’s like a movie: you know a 

good movie is – if you watch it without words you should be able to understand what is 

going on – it might not be the same, it might not be as meaningful or as great, but you 

should be able to follow what is going on and I think in the same way a good exhibition 

is that.” 

 

This curator demonstrated an awareness of the “push” of curatorial voice, asking, “How I am 

being pushed? In different directions? What am I supposed to see?” Both curators indicated the 

importance of watching the museum visitor crowds, and noting the places that people stopped or 

paused to imbibe content. 

The curator interviewees described their desire to amplify their curatorial voice, and 

seemed keenly aware of the JANM stakeholders. One curator indicated that their role in 

curatorial voice is subject to the whims of stakeholders, and that ultimately the curators were 

“helpless.” Another curator indicated that the main obstacles in the amplification of curatorial 

voice were lack of money and lack of trained staff.  

4.2.7.2 Gatekeeping Mechanisms Used to Craft Curatorial Voice: Information 

gatekeeping began with the initial “on-going” exhibit Common Core: The Heart of Community. 

Although both curator participants interviewed began their work at JANM after the installation 

of the Common Core exhibit, they provided anecdotal evidence of the gatekeeping mechanisms 

selection and withholding. One curator cited physical limitations for the collection as a reason for 

withholding, stating that the “on-going show and how we move forward with it, I think a lot of 

these things are things we have to start thinking about - especially things like 'What are we 

withholding?' in terms of we can't place everything in our collection out there.” In addition to the 

limitations of physical exhibition space within the museum, one interviewee expressed the 

vastness of the collection  



88 

“We're really lucky here in that we have something like 80 thousand to over a hundred 

thousand- we're thinking it's over a hundred thousand because there are things that are not 

accounted for- multiple things in one box that never got their own accession number.”  

The selection of exhibit items from the number of available items is inhibited by the cataloguing 

system of the museum, a database known as ARGUS. This curator reflected on the selection 

process, 

“But there are so many artifacts to choose from, and I think the other thing that sort of 

prevents - that is out of our control - is that we use the database system Argus, and it 

costs a lot of money to update and upgrade, so we have an older version and so not 

everything shows up, so that is out of our control- because that's our database, and we 

will do different searches in it, and the archivist will find something different than the 

collections manager and we're all on the same system. So that's also frustrating- because 

it's like "that's supposed to be here" or it's such a big item that it's in our offsite storage 

and they can't find it - most of the time they can- they will look and look and look. But 

this is something that we don't have control over, and it gatekeeps us to some degree- and 

I think that's important to consider too.” 

 

One curator described the gatekeeping mechanisms used to craft curatorial voice as similar to the 

creation of a message within a screenplay. In this analogy, the exhibit script directs the selection 

of objects, the channeling and shaping of the message through physical walls and lighting, and 

the timing of interactive presentations. This sentiment was echoed by another participant, who 

explained that channeling, shaping and timing through physical partitions,  

“Matter because it's going to determine the pace, and are they going to go around to the 

other side of the wall? Are they going to want to turn around? Make a diagonal across the 

larger space to something? Are they going to miss something because it's in their blind 

spot? Around this wall?”  

 

One interviewee reported an awareness of the gatekeeping mechanism integration, explaining an 

instance of “channeling - you know putting video here or not here to make people slow down or 

stop and look at things.” Both curator participants reported multiple gatekeeping mechanisms 

working together, simultaneously in an orchestration of curatorial voice.  

One curator participant included the gatekeeping mechanism of balance and hierarchy in 

their discussion of physical exhibition space. In speaking of the balance between artifacts and 

text, this curator reflected,  

“I think it's also having enough variation - the artifact ratio - the ratio artifacts have to 

text on the wall, quotes or pictures or letters or whatever it is that you're thinking that you 

have to have enough of a balance because there are some people who will like looking at 

the artifacts and some people really like looking at the writing-the text.”  



89 

 

The curator interviewees deemed balance and hierarchy as necessary for generating an 

accessible curatorial voice: a message that allowed the museum visitor the ability to choose their 

level of engagement with the topic. In one interview, the gatekeeping mechanism of repetition 

was discussed. This curator interviewee described the conscious non-use of repetition within 

exhibit text, “The text real estate is really limited and there's lots of people editing, looking over 

it and they'll find that repetition and say pull that out.”  

Localization is an important gatekeeping mechanism utilized in the crafting of curatorial 

voice of the Japanese American National Museum. During the interview, the researcher asked a 

hypothetical follow-up question concerning localization, “If you were telling the Common 

Ground story in Japan (an alternative location) would it look like this?” One curator noted that 

locale plays a significant role in the crafting of curatorial voice, and that the core “ongoing” 

exhibit, Common Ground, focuses on philosophical elements of democratic society that would 

need additional explanation in Japan: 

“One of my criticisms of Common Ground is that there is not Bill of Rights for example, 

and one of the challenges of telling the Japanese American camp experience story is that 

on the surface it's not like the holocaust in that nobody was being tortured, nobody was 

being killed, nobody was being put to work. So I could walk you into a holocaust story 

and you would know the tragedy. The tragedy of the Japanese American experience is 

more philosophical, in a way, - they lost their homes, they lost their stuff, they lost their 

freedom, they lost the Bill of Rights, they lost the Constitution - it was trampled on for 

this to happen. So when I talk to even my mother who is from Japan, her response when I 

first started working at JANM and telling her about the camps and what happened with 

that. 'Oh yeah, you're Japanese' and then I say 'Well, if that's the case when I'm in high 

school or middle school and they teach the Constitution, they teach about the Bill of 

Rights, they should put the disclaimer on that stuff that it's not real, and that's the 

difference between Nazi Germany and the United States - because in Nazi Germany that's 

what it is, if your're not, you're out - they're not pretending that everyone's equal, you 

know the United States, everyone is equal. Talking to me, if this was to be in Japan, I 

would have to talk about Americans, by being a citizen you're afforded certain rights and 

obligations by the government and how this trampled on all of that.”  

 

4.2.7.3 The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of 

Identity: The work of the Japanese American National Museum has “been to provide ways to 

bring people together in dialogue, in partnership, and in forging new ground” (Kikumura-Yano, 

Hirabayashi, & Hirabayashi, 2005, p. 9). As a community organization, JANM has sought to 

“stay relevant as a museum,” and specifically the curators interviewed discussed their thoughts 
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on “How to stay relevant in Los Angeles? How to stay relevant nationally? Internationally?” The 

Japanese American community is involved with the crafting of curatorial voice on a daily level 

as community members serve as docents. According to one curator, “The docents make the 

museum. Period!” One curator elaborated on the role of the docents, “The docents are able to 

pick and choose what's valued, what's important to them, what helps them tell their story or their 

family's story.” Additionally, the curators acknowledge the expansive role of a national museum, 

and discussed the good rapport between JANM and the Arab American National Museum,  

“The museum's had really great relationship with the Arab American National Museum. 

We even had one of their exhibitions here. It was one of the first exhibitions we had here 

that had nothing to do with Japanese Americans or Asian Americans.”  

 

One curator emphasized the similarities between the Japanese American and Arab American 

experiences,  

“Thinking about the similarities, there's totally a similarity between the two- and why it's 

important to talk about Arab Americans, I mean for us it became way easier to talk about 

Japanese American history after 9/11- Remember how people were prejudiced? Doing 

hate crimes on Arab Americans - it's like Japanese Americans after Pearl Harbor! This is 

why we shouldn't allow it to happen again.”   

 

The curators expressed a commitment to the socially inclusive goals of the museum, especially 

acknowledging the international repercussions. 

4.2.7.4 Other Significant Phenomena in the Museum: The curators interviewed spoke 

extensively about the topic of generation. An important component of Japanese American 

culture is the generation or Sei of which you are a member. First generation Japanese Americans 

are called Issei, Second generation Nisei, Third generation Sansei, Fourth generation Yonsei. 

Each of the curators interviewed identified themselves by generation within moments of 

beginning the interview. Generation is defined in relation to a significant event – in this case two 

events: family immigration to the United States and incarceration in a World War II camp. Both 

curators described a change in their ability to include contested subject matter in exhibitions 

concurrent with the changing of generations. As older generations have died, sequential 

generations have been more willing to tackle tough topics. Although an examination of collective 

memory and psychological distance hypothesis would be relevant to the discussion of the 

Japanese American National Museum, such research is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
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4.2.9 Descriptive Analysis of the Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific American 

Experience Seattle, Washington 

In this section, a detailed descriptive analysis of the Wing Luke Museum of the Asian 

Pacific American Experience in Seattle Washington is provided. The analysis is broken down 

into three categories: The Physical Museum; The Curator Participants; The Contested Subject 

Matter. 

4.2.9.1 The Physical Museum: The Wing Luke Museum of the Asian Pacific American 

Experience is a community-based museum in Seattle’s Chinatown-International District. The 

60,000 square foot, three level museum contains temporary and permanent exhibitions. The 

Wing Luke offers guided tours of the museum and the adjoining preserved historic hotel, as well 

as walking tours throughout the international district. The mission of the Wing Luke is, “To 

connect everyone to the rich history, dynamic cultures and art of the Asian Pacific Americans 

through vivid storytelling and inspiring experiences”(Chinn, 2006a). Unlike the traditional 

museum, the Wing Luke has engaged in a Community Based Exhibition Model (CBE), a format 

that “Builds upon a basic exhibition development model but strives to infuse community 

members throughout the entire process.”(Chinn, 2006c, p. 015) In short, the Wing Luke is 

described thusly,  

“Our institution is about people – the people whose stories are reflected in our walls, the 

people who work and volunteer throughout the year, the people who come to visit and 

experience, the people who came before us, and the people who have yet to come” 

(Chinn, 2006c, p. 013). 

 

The curator participants echoed this sentiment, placing relationship-building above exhibition 

development in the museum priorities: “The exhibition however which is often times secondary 

to the primary goal which is the community building - the connections and the relationships.” 

The Wing Luke is situated in the heart of Seattle’s Chinatown International district, and the 

museum is visibly an integral part of neighborhood life. 

4.2.9.2 The Curator Participants: Two curators participated in this research. Both 

interviews were conducted in the Oral History Recording room within the library of the Wing 

Luke Museum. This room is nearly windowless and soundproof, and the interviews were 

completely free of interruptions and distractions. The first interviewee was engaging and 

incredibly articulate in her responses. She has been thinking about these research questions for 
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twenty years, and she has questions of her own! She was very proud of her museum, her 

community, and the Community-Based Exhibition Model she helped develop. She self-identified 

as “being a person of color,” and she identified the Wing Luke as “her roots.” The second 

interviewee has also been involved with the Wing Luke for twenty years, and explained her 

personal work with the community-based model. She self-identified as “Japanese American.” 

Both interviews lasted 45-50 minutes.  

4.2.9.3 The Contested Subject Matter: A Community Advisory Committee directs each 

exhibition at the Wing Luke Museum, and the exhibit message is developed based upon the 

wishes of the community involved. Contested subject matter is often included as these 

communities examine stereotypes and difficult histories. One curator described the subject 

matter chosen by CACs for exhibition thusly,  

“We’ve had some very momentous events that have shaped the course of the way a 

community looks today – like the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act – obviously the World 

War II Japanese American incarceration experience. So our job within that is to- in an 

on-going basis share those stories and voices of the experiences of the past because 

that gives us root and understanding but also to share the voices of the present 

experience because that’s who we are today and how people identify, and …then to 

continue to lay a place for those voices to continue to be heard  - that’s the future 

element!” 

 

The Wing Luke provides a space for difficult dialogues amongst the community, and the 

“museum continues to be an important place where the Asian Pacific American community 

looks to for engagement, inspiration and leadership” (Chinn, 2006a).   

4.2.10  Descriptive Analysis of Curator Perceptions at the Wing Luke Museum of the Asian 

Pacific American Experience 

In this section a detailed descriptive analysis of the Curator Participants at the Wing Luke 

Museum of the Asian Pacific American Experience is provided. The descriptions are presented 

in four categories: Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeping Mechanism Used to Craft Curatorial Voice; 

The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; Other 

Significant Phenomena within the Museum. 

4.2.10.1 Curatorial Voice: The interviewees described curatorial voice at the Wing 

Luke as the “authentic voice” of the communities involved. One curator spoke of the difference 

between the Wing Luke and traditional museums thusly, “Here at the Wing Luke Museum then 
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we both try to recognize and acknowledge that there’s been that long-standing context for 

curatorial voice (in traditional museums). Questioning perhaps – whose voices haven’t been 

heard in that context?” The Wing Luke Museum serves as a space devoted to “providing a place 

for more voices to be heard.”  

The curator participants indicated that the development of curatorial voice is a result of 

the process – the Community-Based Exhibition Model – and therefore reflects the direct 

engagement of community members in, “Formulating: What are those messages?” As the 

messages are often developed from the perspective of a community, the associated exhibit text is 

generally written in first person. One curator reported that, “A lot of times CACs [Community 

Advisory Committees] will say, ‘We want people to walk in our shoes.’” The curators also 

reflected upon their own ability to hear curatorial voice in an exhibit, within the Wing Luke or 

another museum, as being dependent upon their ability to ascertain the perspective of the exhibit 

designers. One curator participant detailed her interactions with listening for curatorial voice as 

an emotional experience in micro-aggressions,  

“It really resonated with me because again as a person of color, going to experience a 

museum exhibit, sometimes you just leave with this feeling of dislocation – uneasiness 

and you can go through a process of questioning…so as I am listening for curatorial 

voice, I think there’s an emotional response as you’re going through.” 

 

Throughout the discussions of curatorial voice, the curator participants emphasized their role as 

facilitators for the communities and their focus upon listening  - not voicing. 

4.2.10.2 Gatekeeping Mechanisms Used to Craft Curatorial Voice: In the Wing Luke 

Museum, information Gatekeeping emerges in the crafting of curatorial voice at the beginning of 

exhibition development through the mechanism of localization. Exhibits at the Wing Luke are 

developed through the Community-Based Exhibition Model, a process that begins with an 

“Initial Outreach” stage in which museum staff members reach out to a potential partner, a local 

Asian Pacific American Community, to build rapport. As relationships build between the Wing 

Luke and the potential community partner, the museum staff listen for the “Current issues and 

events community members are passionate about” (Chinn, 2006c, p. 015). During the outreach 

section, a selection process is held to create a “Community Advisory Committee” (CAC), this 

group will not only steer the crafting of curatorial voice, but will act as advocates for the 

museum to collect objects and oral histories from their community (Chinn, 2006c, p. 015). The 
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CAC will develop the themes for the exhibits, and prioritize the highlighting of messages. The 

gatekeeping mechanism of selection is utilized by the CAC to find the “authentic voice – a first 

person voice” for the exhibits. Oral history techniques are a key component of selection, with 

CAC members occasionally completing “oral history training so they’re interviewing their 

family members.” The CAC is responsible for exercising the gatekeeping mechanism of display, 

highlighting the selected objects and stories according to their communities wishes. The 

gatekeeping mechanism of accessibility is visible in the multiple levels of engagement within 

exhibits, not necessarily to meet the traditional visitor learning needs spectrum, but because, 

“There are different ways for people to express themselves, we try to explore that on multiple 

levels.” The multiple levels of expression within the Wing Luke have led to the use of the 

gatekeeping mechanism of integration: exhibits that elicit participation or evoke responses from 

the museum visitors. Additionally, integration, in terms of building relationships across multiple 

diverse populations, is considered an outcome of higher importance to the participant curators 

than the exhibition display.  

Not only does the CAC work as information gatekeepers using selection, highlighting, 

and display, the CAC also may use the gatekeeping mechanism of withholding. One curator 

interviewee explained that, 

“In the sense of withholding, refraining from sharing information, for us here at the 

museum, again we’re working hand in hand with communities, we respect that there’s a 

certain time and readiness within a community to tell their story. And sometimes that 

rubs roughly with an individual scholar –who is like, ‘we need to tell the truth – we need 

to tell the full picture of what happened.’ Our choice instead is to allow communities time 

and readiness because it brings in that element…of healing and it’s not my role to decide 

which stories a community should or should not tell about themselves. I can provide a 

platform for that but it’s the community and the individual’s decision on that. So I need 

to be honoring of that.” 

The Community Based Exhibition process ensures that participant communities are empowered, 

and the curator’s description of the gatekeeping mechanisms withholding aligns with several of 

the core values of the Wing Luke, including, “We (the museum staff) willingly relinquish 

control.” The emphasis on community empowerment is visible throughout the museum, 

providing a platform for discussion of social and political issues, and encouraging social justice 

advocacy.  

4.2.10.3 The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of 

Identity: The Wing Luke Museum is a “National model for community-based 
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exhibition development and oral history gathering projects” (Chinn, 2006b). In 1995, the Wing 

Luke Museum was recognized by the Institute for Museum and Library Services (IMLS), 

receiving the National Award for Museum Service for,  “The strength of our cutting edge work in 

fostering broad-based participation in the development of exhibitions and programs.” The 

socially inclusive nature of the Wing Luke exhibits starts with an exhibition development 

process that “Involves many community members over the course of 12-18 months” (Chinn, 

2006b). One curator participant spoke of the “process behind – there’s all these voice coming 

forward – they (museum visitors) do feel like they come here, they meet real people, they 

experience something authentic – whatever that means. And I believe that comes directly from 

our process of making.”  

The exhibits, once developed, are also a socially inclusive experience for the museum 

visitor. Each exhibit has an element that elicits a response from museum visitors, a “ritual act” as 

one curator described. The curator interviewees detailed several examples of inclusive 

participatory acts within exhibits: museum visitors are encouraged to “pay tribute and lighting a 

candle – so we use the battery operated lights so that people are able to place something;” 

museum visitors are given the chance to leave their message in exhibits by a “Shinto tradition of 

writing a message and then tying it.” Ultimately, the curators indicated that these ritual acts and 

the Community Based Exhibition Model empowered local communities to tell their stories 

combining inclusion and identity work in an authentic space:  

“To make our exhibits more inclusive, we include more interactives so visitors can 

contribute to our exhibition – so, they might be prompted with a question. In Bojagi (a 

recent exhibit) at the end of the exhibit there’s several questions like ‘what informs your 

identity?’ ‘What do you want your legacy to be?’ So it doesn’t have to be ethnic-specific 

– it’s for everyone. So they become a part of the exhibit.”  

 

4.2.10.4 Other Significant Phenomena in the Museum: The Wing Luke museum 

engages communities in the construction of collective memory. The curator participants 

explained their approach to collective memory, especially in terms of the gatekeeping 

mechanisms withholding. The curator interviewees view their role as facilitators, and focus on 

empowering communities to tell their own stories, in their own words, at a time that suits the 

community. The curator participants gave the following examples of psychological distance to a 

traumatic event in collective memory: Korean American identity and the concept of  “han,” 

(Glionna, 2011) a term that roughly translates ‘oppression,’ ‘suffering,’ ‘unresolved tensions,’ or 
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‘soul;’ Khmer Americans and the trauma of genocide in Cambodia; Japanese Americans and 

incarceration during World War II; Chinese Americans and the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act.  

4.2.11 Descriptive Analysis of National Center for Civil and Human Rights Atlanta, 

Georgia 

In this section, a detailed descriptive analysis of the National Center for Civil and Human 

Rights in Atlanta, Georgia is provided. The analysis is broken down into three categories: The 

Physical Museum; The Curator Participants; and The Contested Subject Matter. 

4.2.11.1 The Physical Museum: The National Center for Civil and Human Rights 

(NCCHR) is located in downtown Atlanta, Georgia. The museum opened to the public in 2014 

and features permanent and temporary exhibits. The mission of the Center is stated as,  

“The mission of The National Center for Civil and Human Rights is to empower people 

to take the protection of every human's rights personally. Through sharing stories of 

courage and struggle around the world, The Center encourages visitors to gain a deeper 

understanding of the role they play in helping to protect the rights of all people.” 

 

The second floor, and entrance to the museum, contains the permanent exhibit Rolls 

Down Like Water: The American Civil Rights Movement. This exhibit is described as an 

“experience” and museum visitors are invited to “Experience the brave fight for equality in the 

modern American Civil Rights Movement as told by Tony Award-winning exhibition curator 

George C. Wolfe”  

(“Way Finding Guide: Center for Civil and Human Rights,” 2014). The researcher experienced 

this exhibit, noting that the museum visitor is asked to take on the role of civil rights protestor: 

the museum visitor participates by attending a lunch counter “sit-in.”  

 The third floor contains the permanent but routinely updated exhibit, Spark of 

Conviction: The Global Human Rights Movement, in which museum visitors “Come face to face 

with human rights champions” (“Way Finding Guide: Center for Civil and Human Rights,” 

2014). In this exhibit, the museum visitor is invited to leave a video testimony for the museum’s 

“Collective Stories Wall.” The researcher participated in the video testimony and was given the 

prompt “I am… .” The first floor, and basement level of the Center, houses temporary exhibits. 

At the time of the dissertation research, the “Voice to the Voiceless: the Morehouse College 

Martin Luther King, Jr., Collection” was on display. 
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4.2.11.2 The Curator Participants: Two curators participated in this research. The first 

interview was conducted in the participant’s office. The office was a warm and receptive place 

with no interruptions. The first curator participant was engaged and thoughtful in her responses. 

She was reflective of her curatorial role and has been employed by the Center for one year. This 

interview lasted one hour. The second interview was conducted via Skype. The interview had 

been scheduled to take place within the same office complex as the first, but the participant 

reported a family emergency and the interview delayed by several weeks resulting in the need for 

a video interview. The researcher reported the interviewee’s need for a video call interview to 

her supervisor, and obtained permission to conduct the interview via Skype. This participant was 

engaged in the discussion but was somewhat tentative in giving answers during the 45-minute 

interview. She has been employed by the Center for 5 months. Both participants self identified as 

African American. 

4.2.11.3 The Contested Subject Matter: The National Center for Civil and Human 

Rights explains the struggle for civil and human rights through an immersive museum visitor 

experience. As warned in the signage, some of the material presented is of a graphic nature and 

not appropriate for younger visitors. At these graphic exhibits, museum personnel are waiting to 

assist museum visitors and to chaperone those experiencing the more emotional content. The 

exhibition, Rolls Down Like Water: The American Civil Rights Movement, contains an 

immersive “lunch counter” experience. Museum visitors sit at the lunch counter, reenacting the 

role of a “sit in” protestor during segregation. The museum visitor wears a set of headphones, 

places their hands upon the lunch counter, and instantly a timer begins on a digital clock. As the 

seconds tick by, the museum visitor listens to the verbal abuse of the lunch counter, piped into 

their ears. The researcher participated in this immersive experience, lasting 32 seconds at the 

counter before tossing off the headphones – frightened by the experience. The combination of 

verbal abuse, and the shaking chair (simulating a physical thrashing from the angry crowd) is 

intense, and museum visitors appear visibly shaken by the experience. During the “soft opening” 

of the museum, the curators discovered the absolute necessity of maintaining a ‘chaperone’ at the 

lunch counter – a museum docent ready to calm upset museum visitors and offer facial tissues. 

The Center also explores current human rights issues such as child labor, human 

trafficking, and the exploitation of undocumented workers. The presentation of local and global 
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problems is accompanied by a push for museum visitors to take action – to become social justice 

advocates. 

4.2.12 Descriptive Analysis of Curator Perceptions at the National Center for Civil and 

Human Rights Atlanta, Georgia 

In this section a detailed descriptive analysis of the Curator Participants at the National 

Center for Civil and Human Rights in Atlanta Georgia is provided. The descriptions are 

presented in four categories: Curatorial Voice; Gatekeeping Mechanism Used to Craft Curatorial 

Voice; The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; and 

Other Significant Phenomena within the Museum. 

4.2.12.1 Curatorial Voice: The curator participants each described curatorial voice 

differently: one participant described the message and the other participant described the voice of 

the message. For one curator, the message is measurable, much in the same way as learning 

outcomes: 

“It’s the message you want to receive…you’re going to curate your exhibitions, your 

museum space based on what you want your audience to walk away from – walk away 

from the exhibit knowing.”  

 

For another curator, curatorial voice is, “The way in which we as museum people in general are 

speaking through our exhibitions.” This participant uniquely spoke of curatorial voice thusly, 

“I think that curatorial voice has many dialects as are in the world…there’s definitely a 

spectrum…in terms of people giving up control of curatorial voice – the other side of that 

– letting in the community, letting in other experts to be part of making that voice.” 

 

For this curator, the timbres and tones of curatorial voice are produced in a collective effort – 

fulfilling the mission of the Center.  

 The curators also each reported different ways of listening for curatorial voice within an 

exhibit. One curator detailed listening to the “exhibit, how it speaks to me particularly. Are there 

more parts of the exhibition that speak to me than others?” This curator also indicated a need to 

align the curatorial voice with the written expectations of an exhibit – as outlined in a brochure 

or commercial. The other curator indicated that she listened by experiencing the “Artistry in an 

exhibition space that you can take as a whole but there’s also a love that you find based in the 

details.” This curator also listened for “What individual people around me are saying,” or “I 

think I naturally am listening with my ears but also with my eyes…when I go to other 
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exhibitions I hear what other people are saying.” This participant curator reported actively 

eavesdropping as a format for discerning curatorial voice within an exhibit. In particular, she 

noted that “This idea of across generations – I think it’s a success and I become very intrigued 

with adults who are talking to children, children who are talking to adults…that’s success for the 

museum, that people are talking about their experiences and making connections.” She further 

indicated that her listening watched for “Whenever you find people having a conversation 

around something - it could be an object, it could be a painting, it could be a panel – that is 

usually a sign.” Her active listening sought out, visually, for “Someone standing for more than 

30 seconds,” because as she explained, that visitor pause indicated, “We know that is an 

important space for them.”  

Both curator participants indicated that they would like to find ways to amplify their 

curatorial voice. In particular, one suggested that the museum move further along the “Spectrum 

of radical trust, really allowing community people to be heard.” This participant proposed that 

the museum include more interactive exhibits in which museum visitors could be encouraged to 

leave their voices or even actively dialogue about current events. 

4.2.12.2 Gatekeeping Mechanisms Used to Craft Curatorial Voice: Both of the 

curator interviewees reported that the permanent exhibits were designed prior to their 

employment at the National Center for Civil and Human Rights. The primary designer for the 

Rolls Down Like Water: The American Civil Rights Movement was Tony award-winning 

playwright and director on Broadway, George C. Wolfe. One curator indicated that the theatrical 

background of Mr. Wolfe allowed for closer attention to “The dynamics of light and darkness 

and sound and silence” than might be found in a more traditional museum setting. The resulting 

exhibition has maximized the use of the gatekeeping mechanism of display. 

The curator interviewees spoke of the planned “progression” of the exhibits, without the 

use of directionality of exhibits, “We don’t have a set path, and we don’t have a storyline that has 

to be told in the exact same way, that it is really about people finding their own story in their 

own path.” One curator spoke of the conscious use of the gatekeeping mechanism, shaping: 

“Shaping has been important in that basically from the very beginning, our CEO and our curator 

have stuck to some basic principles.” These principles, which extend beyond the mission and 

vision statements of the organization, shape the exhibitions. This curator interviewee spoke of 

the principles thusly, 
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“Basic principles which include: historians we love you but we’re not creating this for 

you – so there’s not going to be a history book within the exhibitions. People who lived 

through the Civil Rights Movement, this exhibition space isn’t for you either – they’ve 

always said it’s really for the people who did not live through the experience, so based on 

design and voice, they’ve focused on Millennials and GenX, and so if you notice all of 

our TV screens are done with Millennial in mind – how long they are, what the 

perspective is.” 

 

This curator acknowledged that these shaping mechanisms reflect the non-traditional nature of 

the museum, “It is not a traditional ‘we collect, we preserve, we disseminate.” One curator 

remarked upon the gatekeeping mechanisms of selection and addition utilized within the rotating 

temporary Martin Luther King Jr. gallery,  

“The only place you see actual documents and authentic objects is in the Martin Luther 

King gallery. And so for us, the objects take a back seat to the story and the conversations 

that start which is something again that various museums are experimenting and playing 

with but definitely not a traditional trajectory.” 

 

The curators further reflected upon the non-traditional nature of the Center, noting that 

the gatekeeping mechanism integration is utilized throughout the Center and their associated 

educational programming. The National Center for Civil and Human Rights attempts to blend or 

integrate their mission into the fabric of society, empowering individuals to “Take the protection 

of everyone’s human rights personally.” As a counterpoint to listening for curatorial voice by 

eavesdropping on museum visitor conversations, the dialogue generated by the Center’s exhibits 

are considered, by the curators, to be the main exhibition. One curator directly linked integration 

to the social advocacy role of the museum, stating that “Integration is probably something we 

talk about a lot with our social justice mission; really, we are using our exhibitions as discussion 

point, conversation starters, not in and of themselves.” 

 Both curators interviewed emphasized the importance of the gatekeeping mechanism of 

localization, by “using Atlanta as a focal point.” The Center features the “Narratives that are 

being told with the Atlanta community,” and one curator noted, “We highlight civil rights in 

Atlanta…it’s something that they’re going to need to relate to on a local level as they look at the 

national level picture.” The curators spoke of localization as mechanism for bringing people out 

from their “bubble” or their “own backyard,” to see things on a larger, but always personal, 

scale. One curator asks herself when co-constructing curatorial voice, “How can I create 
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empathy with others?” This curator also mentioned the importance of translation of curatorial 

voice, localizing the dialect of the curatorial voice, to create empathy.  

 The curators also indicated the use of the gatekeeping mechanism repetition, especially 

of important quotes throughout the Center. In particular, one curator indicated that repetition was 

reflective of her background as an educator. Although the museum focuses on the ‘experience,’ 

not the authentic objects, another curator mentioned that she was conscious not to use the 

gatekeeping mechanism of deletion. This curator, a historian by training, stated, “The historian in 

me does not like deletion because you take something away from your audience that they need.” 

She also indicated an awareness of the gatekeeping mechanism manipulation, not in a negative 

way,  

“Now there are some places that we may do some manipulation, but I don’t think that 

with this one we manipulated where we kind of change its meaning. We might 

manipulate the way it’s laid out so that it emphasizes its meaning – an example would be, 

we have in the exhibit a picture of Dr. King, Presidents Carter and Obama, they are 

looking at – they have their prizes…and I picked those two pictures particularly because 

of their similar expression – not necessarily changing the message…I guess it would 

seem a little bit of manipulation there to emphasize the message.”  

 

In this example, the curator participant freely spoke of choosing those three photos from many 

possible photos for an exhibit – she was keenly aware that her emphasis on these three 

photographs might be misconstrued as manipulation.  

4.2.12.3 The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Creation of 

Identity: The curators interviewed focus not only on the content of the temporary exhibits, but 

the on-going educational programming of the Center. One curator spoke of her role thusly, 

“Even as curators we are bringing in other voices to help make this central voice, so we 

begin the conversation but even exhibitions that are not revised, re-interpreted, you know 

permanent exhibitions that don’t change, even those I think, change through 

interpretation and through discussion with the public.”  

 

Each curator described themselves as facilitators and translators – personnel that assist museum 

visitors in the crafting of curatorial voice. There are multiple “layers of voices” expressed 

throughout the Center, demonstrating a merging of individual stories into collective identity in 

“Collective Stories.” One curator spoke of this merging, “As we layer more and more in, again I 

think that strengthens our curatorial voice.” Both curators interviewed believed that the Center 

represented voices that could not “survive the mainstream voice.” The curator participants 
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stressed the importance of bringing in the voices of those traditionally marginalized, “We have to 

bring the voices of undocumented students, we have to bring the voices of human trafficking 

survivors, we have to bring in all of these voices.”  

In particular, these curators worked together to create a pamphlet, “Across Generations: 

Intergenerational Conversation Starters.” This pamphlet is designed to “Inspire intergenerational 

dialogue that lasts long after you visit The Center” (“Across Generations: Intergenerational 

Conversation Starters,” 2015). Parents and caregivers are encouraged to discuss the nature of 

civil rights, human rights, power and control. The pamphlet emphasizes the importance of 

“connecting the past and the present” (“Across Generations: Intergenerational Conversation 

Starters,” 2015). 

4.2.12.4 Other Significant Phenomena in the Museum: The National Center for Civil 

and Human Rights engages individuals and communities in the construction of collective 

memory. In specific, the Center is designed for those individuals with no direct memory of the 

American Civil Rights Movement, and for whom the psychological distance to the event is 

significant. The Center presents modern day civil and human rights issues, encouraging museum 

visitors to go beyond the co-construction of collective memory and identity, and to become 

social justice advocates in the present day. 

4.3 Comparative Analysis of Participant Museums 

4.3.1 Introduction 

This section outlines a comparative analysis across the five participant museums. The 

researcher compared the five museums, highlighting similarities and differences between the five 

participant museums. This section presents the comparative analysis organized in: The Physical 

Museum; The Participant Curators; The Contested Subject Matter; Curator Participants’ 

Perceptions of Curatorial Voice; Curator Perceptions of the Gatekeeping Mechanisms used to 

Craft Curatorial Voice; Curator Participants Perceptions Concerning the Socially Inclusive Role 

of Curatorial Voice and the Co-Construction of Identity; and Comparison of Other Significant 

Phenomena within the Museums. 

4.3.2 The Physical Museums 

The participating museums are each unique, with four of the five institutions self-

identifying as being formed from an ethnic specific community. See Table 4.3.21 Institution 
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Demographic Information for the ethnic nature of each participant institution. The September 11 

Memorial Museum was not formed from one particular ethnic group. Each of the museums has 

at least some focus on the local community in which the museum exists. Both the September 11 

Museum and NCCHR are relatively new institutions, unveiling their buildings within the last two 

years. Despite the label of “national” museums, these institutions do not receive the majority of 

their funding and support from the United States Government. Instead, these museums have been 

built, primarily, by the support of the communities in which they reside. The Wing Luke is the 

oldest of the five institutions, having been formed nearly 50 years ago as a Chinese American 

museum in Seattle. See Table 4.3.21 Institution Demographic Information for the age of each 

participant institution. The Wing Luke is a community museum that employs the Community 

Based Exhibition (CBE) Model for exhibition development. The CBE model is used by JANM 

and AANM, with both these institutions seeking assistance from the Wing Luke.  

All five museums are members of the Sites of Conscience Coalition, with differing 

degrees of utilization of Coalition initiatives. The Sites of Conscience Coalition initiatives 

influence the educational programming of all the participant museums. The September 11 

Memorial Museum, JANM, and Wing Luke operate within a site of conscience and/or contain 

items of contested subject matter. The Sites of Conscience Coalition initiatives impact primarily 

the educational programming of NCCHR and AANM, and not the physical site. 

4.3.3. The Participant Curators 

 The research did not ask for demographic information during the interviews. All 

demographic information listed in this section was unsolicited by the researcher – the 

participants included their demographic information during the course of their interview 

dialogue. Seven of the ten participants self-identified their ethnicity, and three participants did 

not mention their ethnic background. See Figure 4.1 Participant Curator Ethnicity (self-

identified) Chart. The curator participants often reported, in their introduction, their length of 

employment at each institution. Participant employment length ranges from 5 months to 20 

years. Six of the ten curators spoke of their commitment to the institution in terms of decades. 

See Figure 4.2 Participant Curator Employment Length of Term (self-identified), a chart that 

depicts the proportion of: the curators’ length of employment relative to the employment 

duration of the other curator participants.  
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4.3.4 The Contested Subject Matter 

 Each of the participant museums handles (collects, preserves, displays, interprets) 

contested subject matter. See Table 4.2 Contested Subject Matter Presented & Contested Subject 

Matter Recorded in Collection by Each Participant Museum for further information. The content 

of the participant museums’ collections may be controversial, sacred, or both. The 9/11 

Memorial Museum fulfills a dual mission: a memorial and a museum. The memorial mission 

pushes the curators to develop content that continues to honor the victims and survivors of the 

events of September 11th. The museum mission pushes the curators to develop educational 

exhibits and programming to promote understanding of the historical issues surrounding the 

events of September 11th.  

The Arab American National Museum has no contested subject matter on display. 

AANM does have in its collection contested subject matter, but the curators have chosen not to 

display it at this time. One curator participant reflected upon the hesitancy of the Arab American 

community to present contested subject matter, and the researcher noted that in the materials 

(pamphlets and books) of AANM, that the mere presence of an Arab American National 

Museum in the United States is controversial (Telling Our Story The Arab American National 

Museum, 2007) 

The Japanese American National Museum, the Wing Luke, and the National Center for Civil and 

Human Rights, all handle contested subject matter related to their social justice advocacy. These 

three institutions handle contested subject matter that focuses upon dispelling stereotypes and 

facing difficulty histories, for example JANM encourages Americans to explore the trampling of 

civil rights by experiencing the history of the World War II incarceration camps. 

4.3.5 Curator Perceptions of Curatorial Voice 

 Curator participants defined Curatorial Voice in a multitude of ways: Curatorial Voice is 

a “message” or a “voice” that you hear in an exhibit; Curatorial Voice is comprised of multiple 

“authentic” or “first person” voices; Curatorial Voice has many “dialects” and a “spectrum” of 

translations; Curatorial Voice is a “story” or a “script”; Curatorial Voice is a “shared polestar” 

around which an exhibit and the museum visitors orbit around. The curators interviewed 

considered the definition of Curatorial Voice to be context-specific – a term that they would 

change the meaning of based upon the context.  
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4.3.6 Curator Perceptions of Gatekeeping Mechanisms Used to Craft Curatorial Voice 

4.3.6.1 Accessibility: The curator participants of four out of the five museums reported 

the use of gatekeeping mechanism accessibility. Although some curators used only the presence 

of ADA compliance to express the notion of accessibility, others gave specific instances of 

translation. The examples of translation included instances of museum audio tours recorded in 

foreign languages (9/11, Wing Luke). One curator remarked upon the translation of curatorial 

voice as a form of interpretation, and that even within a single language, e.g., English, multiple 

“dialects” or “translations” could be uttered in an accessible curatorial voice. 

 Accessibility was also mentioned in terms of text choice: curators indicated that the 

reading level of exhibit text must be within the grasp of the average adult. Exhibit messages were 

often presented in multiple formats (audio, visual, text) in order to be accessible for museum 

visitors with different learning styles. In the four institutions reporting the use of accessibility, 

curators perceive this gatekeeping mechanism as a time-consuming but extremely significant 

process to the crafting of curatorial voice.  

4.3.6.2 Addition: The curator participants at three of the five museums reported the use 

of the gatekeeping mechanism addition. The uniting and pairing of objects to craft curatorial 

voice occurs in these institutions only when such addition is perceived to further emphasize 

existing curatorial voice. The examples given indicate that addition was used as a mechanism for 

emphasis, not changing of curatorial voice: The 9/11 Museum paired shoes in one exhibit, and 

the NCCHR paired photos of Nobel Peace Prize Winners. It should be noted that the relatively 

low use of the gatekeeping mechanism addition is consistent with the testimony of the museum 

curators who remarked upon their desire to allow museum visitors to draw conclusions on their 

own. 

4.3.6.3 Channeling: The curator participants at four of the five museums indicated the 

use of the gatekeeping mechanism channeling. These curator participants reported the 

importance of conveying curatorial voice through specific channels such as video footage or 

interactive displays. All four of these institutions rely upon volunteer docents to channel 

information to museum visitors. The degree to which the museums relied upon the community 

docents varied. Both curators of the Japanese American National Museum indicated that 

curatorial voice is dependent, almost completely, upon the volunteer docents and both curators of 
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the Wing Luke reported the interconnectedness of the museum within the community and the 

importance of volunteer docents in the crafting of curatorial voice.  

4.3.6.4 Deletion: Curator participants were often hesitant to discuss the gatekeeping 

mechanism deletion. Some curator participants completely ignored the term deletion, skipping to 

the next term on the gatekeeping chart. When deletion was mentioned, the curator participants 

spoke with disdain. In one case, the 9/11 Memorial Museum, the curators demonstrated great 

awareness of their responsibility and spoke of how they could have utilized deletion, in the case 

of conspiracy theorist information, but had consciously chosen not to delete this controversial 

information. These curators further mentioned the use of deletion, as a necessary gatekeeping 

mechanism in the form of “minimization of adjectives.” The curators of the 9/11 Memorial 

Museum deleted adjectives associated with objects only if it furthered the narrative of the 

exhibit. 

4.3.6.5 Dispel: Curator participants at three of the five museums indicated the use of the 

gatekeeping mechanism dispel. Although not included in the original gatekeeping mechanisms 

chart, dispel was mentioned as an important format for the presentation of information. Several 

of the curator participants believe that information – objects and text- can be utilized to dispel 

stereotypes (of a racial, ethnic, social, class nature). Museums that had an ethnic specific focus, 

for example AANM or Wing Luke, placed special emphasis upon the ability of an object/text to 

dispel stereotypes. 

4.3.6.6 Display: As the researcher had expected, all of the curator participants spoke 

extensively about the use of the gatekeeping mechanism of display. Participants detailed the 

crafting of curatorial voice with the gatekeeping mechanisms display in the generation of: 

permanent exhibits; temporary exhibits; traveling exhibits; online exhibits; and educational 

programming. Discussions of display included: lighting; walls; partitions; pathways; 

directionality of the exhibits; color choices; paint; integration of technology; architecture of the 

building; frames; signs; and props. 

4.3.6.7 Disregard: The curator participants disliked the notion of the gatekeeping 

mechanism disregard. During the interviews, only the non-use of disregard was mentioned. For 

example, a curator of the 9/11 Memorial Museum demonstrated keen awareness of the fact that 

exhibits could have been developed without conspiracy theorist content. Instead the curators 

consciously chose not to disregard the conspiracy theorist materials. 
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4.3.6.8 Integration: All curator participants at each of the institutions indicated that the 

gatekeeping mechanism of integration was utilized in the crafting of curatorial voice. Curator 

participants spoke of integration or “merging” of multiple voices into curatorial voice for an 

exhibit. Participants also remarked upon the integration of technology into exhibits – planning 

for technical exhibit components from the start instead of adding technological displays as an 

after-thought. One curator remarked upon the integration of exhibit development teams, with 

curatorial responsibility distributed across many departments (9/11 Memorial Museum). All of 

the curator participants indicated that integration of the community – for oral histories, object 

donations, and volunteer docents- was important for the crafting of curatorial voice. The level of 

community integration varies from museum to museum, with the Wing Luke having the most 

extensive examples of community involvement, “Executive director, Beth Takekawa, is the one 

who frames community integration, as ‘Our Neighborhood is Our Largest Exhibition.’ ” 

4.3.6.9 Localization: Each of the curator participants spoke of the gatekeeping 

mechanism of localization. All of the curators were keenly aware of their museum’s physical 

presence in the local community. For the 9/11 Memorial Museum, the significance that the 

museum is built on an “unplanned cemetery” is not lost on the curators. The Arab American 

National Museum began from a local Dearborn, Michigan social organization, ACCESS. The 

Japanese American National Museum formed from local community organizations within Little 

Tokyo, Los Angeles. The Wing Luke was formed by Seattle’s local international (formerly 

Chinatown) district. The National Center for Civil and Human Rights was built to leverage local 

Atlanta history to tell a national story. Localization, in museums, meant that curator participants 

acknowledged community stakeholders, and in some cases partnered with the community on an 

on-going basis.  

4.3.6.10 Manipulation: The curator participants were also hesitant to discuss the 

gatekeeping mechanisms of manipulation. Several curators remarked upon the “negative” 

overtones associated with the term manipulation. When the curator participants at four of the 

museums did mention manipulation, it was to describe the non-use of manipulation. These 

curators detailed incidents in which they could have manipulated objects/text to fit their views, 

but chose not to do so.  

4.3.6.11 Repetition: The curator participants at three of the five museums discussed the 

use and the conscious non-use of the gatekeeping mechanism repetition. In several instances, the 
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curators discussed the repetition of quoted text within an exhibit, especially if the repetition 

occurred in a different format – for example audio, then visual, then textual. One curator at the 

9/11 Memorial Museum explained that they looked for different ways to express a message 

without repetition. In particular, the curator participants chose not to display multiple duplicates 

of “two-way radios” in order to express the idea of emergency responder communication during 

the events of September 11th. On the other hand, curators did choose to utilize repetition if it 

furthered the narrative – for example the exhibit with three pairs of shoes, instead of just one 

pair.  

4.3.6.12 Selection: Not surprisingly, all of the curator participants detailed numerous 

accounts of the utilization of the gatekeeping mechanism selection. Curators spoke of the 

extreme difficulty involved in the selection of just one item from many choices available to 

them. In particular, curators remarked upon the pain-staking care required to select the text for an 

exhibit, “These are big stories, and to have to edit down an oral history to a forty-five second clip 

or to present a woman's pocket book with the contents of her current life preserved to a one or 

two sentence label - That was some of the hardest work I have ever done!” 

4.3.6.13 Shaping: All of the curator participants at each institution spoke of the 

gatekeeping mechanism shaping. In some cases, the curators spoke of their role in shaping 

curatorial voice. In other cases, namely the Wing Luke, the curators spoke of their role as 

facilitators and the community members as those who performed shaping. Often shaping was 

mentioned in the context of museum mission and vision statements.  

4.3.6.14 Timing: The curator participants at four of the five museums reported their use 

of the gatekeeping mechanism timing. The curator participants often reported timing as essential 

for the care and consideration of their museum visitors. Curators timed exhibit information so as 

not to generate “museum fatigue,” or “information overload” in their visitors. In particular, the 

curators of the 9/11 Memorial Museum spoke of an “emotional threshold” of the museum visitor 

– one that was impacted by the use of the gatekeeping mechanism timing. 

4.3.6.15 Transferrable Mechanisms: Each of the curator participants at all of the 

museums spoke of the uniqueness of their institution. One spoke of the lack of “one-stop 

shopping for answers.” Given the unique nature of their institutions, only two museums had 

curators who spoke of transferrable mechanisms: the 9/11 Memorial Museum and the National 
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Center for Civil and Human Rights. The one commonality between these two institutions is the 

age of the museum: less than two years. 

4.3.6.16 Withholding: The curator participants at all the museums discussed the 

gatekeeping mechanism of withholding. Often withholding was essential for the pleasing of 

stakeholders. For example, one curator participant from AANM reported removing sections from 

a traveling exhibit, Arab Spring: Creative Dissent in order to please stakeholders. And JANM 

curators reported waiting until older generations passed away before tackling difficult topics 

such as Tattoo Artistry. The 9/11 Memorial Museum curators spoke of withholding audio 

segments of the dying moments of 9/11 victims – in order to care for their “flock”, the museum 

visitors.  

4.3.7. Curator Participants Perceptions concerning the Socially Inclusive Role of 

Curatorial Voice and the Co-Creation of Identity 

 The curators interviewed remarked upon the range of participatory activities available to 

museum visitors. In particular, four of the five museums involve the community in the 

development or presentation of curatorial voice. One museum, the Arab American National 

Museum (AANM), was perceived by curator participants to be socially inclusive of Arab 

American communities but not necessarily inclusive of other communities in the construction of 

curatorial voice. The exemplar for the socially inclusive role of curatorial voice, and the co-

construction of identity is the Wing Luke Museum.  

4.3.8. Comparison of Other Significant Phenomena within the Museums  

Several themes emerged across all five institutions that indicate the presence of other 

recognized phenomena: psychological distance hypothesis and collective memory. Each of these 

museums, as sites of conscience, framed their stories in relation to a point in collective memory – 

an event or events in history. The psychological distance a museum visitor must cross, especially 

if they have no direct memory of an event in collective memory, is of extreme importance to the 

curators interviewed. At the 9/11 Memorial Museum, the curators spoke of those who had a 

direct memory of 9/11 and the generation of museum visitors who have no direct memory. At the 

Arab American National Museum, the curators were extremely hesitant to talk about a point in 

collective memory. At the Japanese American National Museum, the curators utilized the term 

generation to describe the distance from: family immigration to the United States; incarceration 
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in a World War II camp. At the Wing Luke, the discussions of psychological distance and 

collective memory varied depending upon the exhibit being discussed – it was however evident 

that each community exhibition had a point in collective memory that was shared. The National 

Center for Civil and Human Rights developed an exhibit for museum visitors with no direct 

memory of the American Civil Rights Movement – in order to create collective memory. 

Although these phenomena are important, it is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

4.4 Chapter Summary 

The results of the analysis of data compiled from five participant museums were 

discussed in this chapter. This chapter outlines the results of the data analysis. The researcher 

analyzed data collected from five museums: 10 interview transcripts, 5 exhibit evaluations, 

related museum publications, and written researcher observations (field notes). The researcher 

investigated the mechanisms used to craft curatorial voice within museums handling contested 

subject matter. The researcher recorded the curators’ perceptions about their role in meeting the 

socially inclusive goals of their museum. This chapter presents the findings of these analyses in 

two main sections: Descriptive Analysis of Participant Museums, and Comparative Analysis of 

Participant Museums.  

Table 4.1 Institution Demographic Information 

 

 Age of Institution (In Years) Ethnic Specific Institution? 

9/11 Memorial Museum 1 No 

AANM 10 YES 

JANM 23 YES 

Wing Luke 50 YES 

NCCHR 1 YES 

 

Table 4.2 Contested Subject Matter Presented & Contested Subject Matter Collected by Each 

Participant Museum 

 

  

Contested Subject Matter 

Presented? 

Contested Subject Matter  

Recorded in Collection? 

September 11 Museum YES YES 

AANM NO YES 

JANM YES YES 

Wing Luke YES YES 

NCCHR YES YES 
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Table 4.3 Identifiable Gatekeeping Mechanisms Used by Curator Participants in Connection with 

Crafting Curatorial Voice 

 

 

 

Table 4.4 Curator Discussions of the Socially Inclusive Role of the Museum & the Co-Creation 

of Identity 

 

 

Curator Participants Discussed the 

Socially Inclusive Role of the 

Museum & the Co-Creation of 

Identity in the Participant Museum 

Examples of the Socially Inclusive Role of the Museum 

& the Co-Creation of Identity in the Participant Museum 

9/11 Memorial 

Museum 
Yes 

Reflecting on 9/11 Gallery 

A space in which all museum visitors are invited to co-

construct identity, contribute to collective memory, and 

add their voice to the “growing installation.” 

AANM No None 

JANM Yes 

Community volunteers act as docents, adding their 

personal stories to the museum story and dialoging with 

museum visitors. 

Wing Luke Yes 

The Community Based Exhibition (CBE) Model involves 

the community at every stage of development and 

presentation. Museum visitors are invited to add their 

own voices to the dialogue by participatory acts of 

“tribute.” 

NCCHR Yes 

The Collective Stories Wall invites museum visitors to 

leave their own video testimony and have their voice be 

merged with curatorial voice. 



112 

Table 4.5 Events in Collective Memory, Relative to the Associated Participant Museum, and the 

Number of Years Since Those Events Took Place 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Participant Curator Ethnicity (self-identified) Chart 

 

 

Figure 4.2 Participant Curator Employment Length of Term (self-identified)  
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Curator Interviewee Race, 
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months

Participant Curators' Length of 

Employment at Museum in …

 

 

Psychological 

Distance in 

Years 

Event in Collective Memory 

September 11 

Museum 

14+ years Terrorist Attacks of September 11th 2001 

AANM NULL Currently experiencing traumatic events - Turmoil in the Middle East, 

Prejudice post-9/11 and European attacks 

JANM 70+ years World War II Internment Camps 

Wing Luke Varies Immigration to the United States, Varies by community and politics 

NCCHR 47+ years American Civil Rights Movement  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines a discussion of the research findings in relation to the dissertation 

research questions. Each question is explored, in light of the analyzed results, and conclusions 

are presented. This chapter also contains an examination of the limitations of this dissertation 

research. The researcher concludes this dissertation with suggestions for further research based 

upon the findings of this study. 

5.2 Discussion of Findings 

5.2.1 RQ.1. What Are the Perceptions of Museum Professionals Concerning Curatorial 

Voice in a Museum Responsible for Handling Contested Subject Matter?  

Interviews of curator participants yielded a variety of perceptions concerning curatorial 

voice in the five study museums handling contested subject matter. Curator participants 

universally agreed that curatorial voice was context specific. The context surrounding the 

contested subject matter was often considered cultural, geographic, and historic. In particular, 

curatorial voice was often perceived as being upon a “spectrum” of possible voices for 

interpreting contested subject matter. One curator said it best when she described curatorial voice 

as having many “dialects” and translations/interpretations.  

Often, curators perceived curatorial voice, particularly in the handling of contested 

subject matter, as an agreed upon story. When observed by the researcher or discussed by the 

participant curators, this “story” had an agreed upon point in collective memory – a  “polestar” – 

around which all (museum visitors and curators) could construct their own versions of curatorial 

voice.  

In the telling of this “story,” curatorial voice, some museums relied upon the contested 

subject matter objects to convey curatorial voice, while other museums relied upon the services 

of volunteer docents to act as storytellers of curatorial voice. In the 9/11 Memorial Museum, the 

contested subject matter included objects, stories, voices, the physical location, and the voices of 

the visitors. The curators of the 9/11 Memorial Museum stressed the importance of allowing the 

contested subject matter to be the authentic curatorial voice. For these curators, amplifying the 

curatorial voice was not an act of connoisseurship, but an act of facilitation. 
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Overall, curators perceived their role in curatorial voice as having the potential to be 

dangerously authoritative. The researcher noted that the curators most uncomfortable with 

having such authority were often the ones most willing to relinquish that authority – to allow 

museum visitors to construct or co-construct for themselves a meaningful curatorial voice from 

the authentic contested subject matter. The researcher also noted that the few curators 

comfortable with their authoritative role described curatorial voice as their own voice. Those few 

curators believed themselves to be authors of the correct interpretations of contested subject 

matter, and felt compelled to provide that authoritative voice for their museum visitors. 

5.2.2 RQ.2. How Might Two Theoretical Lenses, Gatekeeper Theory and Co-Creation of 

Identity, Better Help Us to Understand the Perceptions of Museum Professionals?  

The researcher observed that the curators who were most self-aware and articulate about 

their use of gatekeeping mechanisms, were often the most willing to allow museum visitors to 

co-create identity for themselves within the museum. Curators who demonstrated self-awareness 

acknowledged their changing role within museums, and indicated an understanding of their place 

in the evolution of museology. 

The researcher noted that curators utilized gatekeeping mechanisms such as localization 

to amplify the co-creation of identity experience with museum visitors. In particular, curator 

participants that acknowledged the powerful significance of place, spoke of their role as 

facilitators – assisting museum visitors in an encounter with the significant and local space in 

which the museum itself is built. 

The researcher also observed that those few curators that were hesitant to describe their 

gatekeeping mechanisms also worked in museums in which the co-creation of identity was not 

significantly promoted within the exhibits. For example, in the Arab American National 

Museum, the sparse visitors attending the museum were not observed by the researcher to be co-

creating their own identities. The researcher noted that Arab American National Museum was 

also the only participant museum reflecting the experience of a cultural or ethnic group that is 

currently under strong public scrutiny. 

5.2.2.1 RQ.2.A. What are the Gatekeeping Mechanisms Employed by Curatorial Staff in a 

Museum Handling Contested Subject Matter? The researcher observed that curators employed 

sixteen different gatekeeping mechanisms in the handling of contested subject matter: 

Accessibility, Addition, Channeling, Deletion, Dispel, Display, Disregard, Integration, 
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Localization, Manipulation, Repetition, Selection, Shaping, Timing, and Transferrable 

Mechanisms. This list of gatekeeping mechanisms extends the original gatekeeping mechanisms 

chart to include “Transferrable Mechanisms.” Curator participants often reflected upon the 

unique nature of their own museum, and sought “Transferrable Mechanisms” for the articulation 

of curatorial voice.  

Interestingly, curator participants also discussed the conscious employment of a non-use 

of gatekeeping mechanisms. For example, the non-use of disregard by the 9/11 Memorial 

Museum: the 9/11 Memorial Museum curators could have disregarded the contested subject 

matter of conspiracy theorists but instead chose not to disregard that contested subject matter.  

The researcher observed that some curators unconsciously employed gatekeeping 

mechanisms, seemingly unaware of their use of gatekeeping mechanisms such as withholding. 

For example, the Arab American National Museum curators reported being unaware of withheld 

contested subject matter, contradicting the Arab American National Museum publication of 

“Telling Our Story.”  

5.2.2.2 RQ.2.B. How Do Curatorial Staff Perceive Their Role in the Co-Creation of Identity in 

Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter? The researcher often observed that the curator 

participants perceived their role in the co-creation of identity as that of a facilitator; the curators 

provided a space for individuals and communities to co-create their identity. Curators of the 

Wing Luke Museum saw themselves as facilitators, allowing communities to curate their own 

contested subject matter to co-create identity. The actions of the Wing Luke curators essentially 

removed the activities of curation from their job description of a curator. Curators of the 

Japanese American National Museum perceived their role as facilitator; connecting the 

collection of contested subject matter and volunteer community docents (individuals with 

personal knowledge of the “shared polestar”) to the museum visitors. Often, the researcher 

observed curators relinquishing their role as providers of identity interpretation to become 

facilitators of co-creation of identity experiences. 

5.2.3 RQ.3. What Does Curatorial Voice Look Like in Museums Handling Contested 

Subject Matter?  

The researcher observed the appearance of curatorial voice in each museum and noted 

that each museum had a different curatorial voice. For example, in the Arab American National 

Museum, the researcher noted that curators withheld contested subject matter. The tone of the 
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curatorial voice of the Arab American National Museum was upbeat and positive, reflective of 

the wishes of the museum’s stakeholders. At the Wing Luke, the 9/11 Memorial Museum, and 

the National Center for Civil and Human Rights, the researcher noted that curatorial voice was 

an individualized experience, tailored for each museum visitor. Examples of individualized 

experiences included: the lighting of a candle (Wing Luke); the Reflecting on 9/11 Gallery (9/11 

Memorial Museum); The Collective Stories Wall (NCCHR). The Japanese American National 

Museum had a curatorial voice that changed with each individual docent: the community docent 

interprets the static contested subject matter to the museum visitor through his or her own 

experience. Thus a museum visitor could visit the museum on five different occasions (as this 

researcher did), and see the same exhibits, the same contested subject matter, but hear a different 

curatorial voice as translated by a different docent. 

5.2.4 RQ.4. How Might Two Theoretical Lenses, Gatekeeper Theory and Co-Creation of 

Identity, Better Help Us to Understand the Manifestations of Curatorial Voice in Museums 

Handling Contested Subject Matter?  

The researcher proposes that the application of the theoretical lenses, gatekeeping and co-

creation of identity, enhances the understanding of curatorial voice manifestations thusly: first by 

assisting curators in the articulation of the ways in which they generate curatorial voice in 

museums handling contested subject matter; and second, by assisting museum researchers in the 

analysis and interpretation of curator perceptions of curatorial voice generation. As curators are 

better able to articulate their mechanisms for generating curatorial voice, museum researchers are 

better able to understand the work of curators.  

5.2.4.1 RQ.4.A. What Does the Use of Gatekeeping Mechanisms in the Curation of Exhibits Look 

Like in Museums Handling Contested Subject Matter? The researcher observed, as a museum 

visitor, that the use of gatekeeping mechanisms within an exhibit was often difficult to discern. 

For instance, the museum visitor is likely unaware, as the researcher was also, which items 

within the museums collection were not selected to represent a story. The manifestations of 

gatekeeping mechanisms such as manipulation, deletion, disregard, and withholding were 

equally imperceptible to the museum researcher during the exhibit evaluations. This invisibility 

of the mechanisms at work affirmed the researcher’s focus upon the understanding of curator 

perceptions. As the research progressed, it became extremely evident that some gatekeeping 

mechanisms, such as withholding or deletion, would have gone unnoticed by the researcher had 
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the curator participants not exposed their perceptions of the mechanisms during the subsequent 

interviews. 

Other gatekeeping mechanisms such as repetition were easily observable to the museum 

researcher. In the example of repetition, the researcher is able to note the visible objects 

repeated. Although the repeated objects are visible to an observant museum visitor, the curator’s 

reasons for exercising repetition are often not clearly presented within an exhibit.  

The researcher argues that the true observation of gatekeeping mechanisms is only 

possible after the curator perceptions are recorded. Post-interviews, the researcher was often able 

to see the gatekeeping mechanisms at work within the exhibits. It is unlikely that the researcher 

would have discerned several of the gatekeeping mechanisms without access to the curator’s 

perceptions. 

5.2.4.2 RQ.4.B. What Does the Co-Creation of Identity Look Like in the Exhibits of Museums 

Handling Contested Subject Matter? The researcher observed that the co-creation of identity in 

museums occurred when the exhibits contained a participatory element for the museum visitor- 

an interactive exhibit or an invitation to participation in a community ritual. The exhibits that 

contained contested subject matter would sometimes contain a prompt; a statement or question 

intended to promote a dialogue centered upon the co-creation of identity. Some exhibits of 

contested subject matter would often promote silence or diligent respect from the museum 

visitor. Whether the museum visitors were stunned or merely respectful of the contested subject 

matter is unknown in this study. However, when a contested subject matter exhibit also 

contained a simple question, a co-creation of identity dialogue often ensued amongst the museum 

visitors. 

The researcher observed that it was not the flashy or the highly technological exhibit 

format for the contested subject matter that best engaged the museum visitor. Museum visitors 

participated in the co-creation of identity when asked simple, engaging questions. At the Wing 

Luke, questions such as “What do you want your legacy to be?” generated countless co-

construction of identity dialogues. At the National Center for Civil and Human Rights, the 

simple video prompt “I am …” yielded countless co-construction of identity video stories. 

Museum visitors listed responses to the NCCHR prompt such as “I am a Christian,” or “I am a 

gay man.” The researcher, so moved by the simple prompt, also participated in the co-
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construction of identity videos, “I am quiet no more.” Often the researcher observed that these 

co-construction of identity dialogues occurred inter-generationally within families.  

5.2.5 RQ.5. In What Ways Do Curatorial Voice, Co-Creation of Identity, and Gatekeeping 

Mechanisms, Thematically Connect with the Socially Inclusive Goals of Museums 

Handling Contested Subject Matter?  

The researcher observed that gatekeeping mechanisms were used to generate a curatorial 

voice that promoted co-creation of identity dialogues around contested subject matter in 

museums. The researcher further noted that these co-creation of identity dialogues, when 

consciously facilitated by the curator’s thoughtful use of gatekeeping mechanisms in curatorial 

voice, resulted in the occurrence of more socially inclusive museum exhibits and promoted the 

museum as a place that prepared communities to better handle contested subject matter.  

5.4 Limitations  

This dissertation research was exploratory in nature, and was not intended to be definitive 

or generalizable. Extreme caution is advised in the transferring of data or theoretical models to 

situations exterior to the ones belonging to the participants. External factors could have impacted 

a curator participant’s view of the phenomenon. It was possible for other factors to influence 

curatorial voice and museum collection practices. Care should be taken in the formulation of any 

generalizations in museum research due to the unique nature of the population studied: museums. 

The population of this research study was not large: (museums, n=5), and the individuals 

interviewed during the research (n=10). This study was extremely small yet yielded an in-depth 

view of curatorial voice and the co-creation of identity.  

The exhibit evaluation phase was intended to compliment the interview phase, yet fell 

short of the researcher’s expectations. Although the “Exhibit Evaluation Rubric” was deemed 

unreliable by the researcher for determining the quantity of objects, it was a useful tool for 

documenting the quality of objects on display.  

This research was also limited geographically, and culturally to the location of the 

museums examined, namely North America. It is unknown the extent to which the data on the 

attitudes and views of curators collected during the interviews may be transferable to other 

museums handling contested subject matter.  
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5.5 Conclusions and Suggestions for Further Research  

This dissertation research examined, on a very small but highly focused level, two key 

roles of museums in society: first, that of providing both a place for identity work, and second, 

providing a dialogue partner, curatorial voice. Research into these museum roles, especially in 

those museums handling contested subject matter, is especially significant as often these 

museums are engaged in the development of individual and community identity. This research 

illuminated the significant ways in which museum curators contributed to the co-creation of 

identity in museums handling contested subject matter. The findings indicate a need for further 

research into the role of curators, and especially the changing roles of curators in areas such as 

the diminishing role of connoisseurship or the curator as connoisseur, and the diminishing role of 

the curator as an authority figure in relation to the expanding role of museum visitor authority in 

the modern museum. Additional research could expand upon the use of information gatekeeping 

theory to present curators fulfilling gatekeeper archetypes. For example, one curator spoke of the 

significance of curators acting as shepherds for the emotional well-being of their museum 

visitors thusly, “Our gatekeeping was to care for our flock.” One curator participant proposed 

examining the societal changes that produced these new roles for curators, noting that curators 

acted as connoisseurs for society until only recently. This participant hinted at the possible 

reasons for this shift in the museum profession, citing the multitude of funding and policy 

changes that have been enacted over the past thirty years in the United States.  

The Nvivo coding methodology, capturing the natural language of the curators, led to the 

establishment of agreed upon curatorial terminology for curatorial voice. These terms, now 

unearthed, should be further examined on a large scale across the museum practitioner 

population of the United States through the American Alliance of Museums. This study 

illuminated the need for better ways to capture the tacit culture encapsulated in objects, for 

example: two identical objects, from a metadata standpoint, such as driver’s licenses, can have 

completely different significance to society when one license belongs to a 9/11 hijacker, and the 

other belongs to a 9/11 victim. The researcher suggests that continued study into the natural 

language of curators could lead to ways of better capturing the historical/cultural context of 

information and objects within museums. Starting points for curator conversations around 

terminology could be the shared understanding of gatekeeping mechanisms such as localization, 

selection, and display.  
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This dissertation research adds to the body of research literature that examines the 

important role of museums in society and provides the foundation for further research into the 

socially inclusive role of museums. As an extension of this dissertation research, the researcher 

suggests a study that would replicate this qualitative study of curators within the national 

museums of the United States, expanding the population of the study to national museums within 

the United Kingdom. The results of this study would inform future practitioner dialogues with 

the American Alliance of Museums, the Museum Association (UK), and the International 

Council on Museums.  

This research also revealed new directions for further research. In each of the five 

museums examined, the researcher noted the importance of the psychological distance a museum 

visitor must cross, especially if they had no direct memory of an event in collective memory. 

Museums handling contested subject matter should be further examined, applying this 

psychological lens to the data. Further research into the role of collective memory and the 

articulation of curatorial voice is needed. The researcher felt inadequately trained to prepare an 

analysis from the perspective of the theoretical lenses, psychological distance hypothesis or 

collective memory.  Other areas deserving future research include the role of empathy in the 

museum. Curator participants professed a need to generate “empathy” with their museum 

visitors, and crafted curatorial voice in such a way that museum visitors “walked in their shoes.” 

Oddly, the psychology of shoes proliferated the interview transcripts: curator participants often 

spoke of the significance of shoes within their exhibits. The researcher offers this dissertation as 

a departing point for further research into these phenomena.  

The researcher affirms the importance of generating studies that impact the museum 

professional community by, 1) the presentation of these study results to museum practitioner 

community through conferences and associations; 2) the dissemination of these study results 

through museum practitioner publications and workshops; 3) the development of museum 

professional tools and terminology; and 4) the continued coordination of research through 

dialogue with the museum practitioner community. The curator participants within this study 

demonstrated a willingness to reflect upon the role of museum practitioners. This study will 

provide the basis of multiple dialogues across institutions concerning the socially inclusive role 

of museums. Already, museum practitioners conferences have turned to this researcher to request 

facilitation of dialogue around issues of social inclusion, social justice, diversity, and the future 
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of museums. The impact of this study upon the museum practitioner community is still 

unspooling. 

Museums, researchers and professionals, in this study and in others, often bemoan the 

unique nature of museums and consider the inherent differences between museums to be 

insurmountable. This researcher posits, however, that it is in this inherent uniqueness that the 

strand of similarity is found: the commonality of gatekeeping mechanisms in the articulation of 

curatorial voice. Each museum examined is unique, and every item within the museum 

collection is singular. Yet, despite these differences, each museum curator crafts curatorial voice 

through identical gatekeeping mechanisms. The researcher affirms that the greater understanding 

of gatekeeping mechanisms advances the socially inclusive role of museums and allows 

museums to fulfill their role in preparing communities to better handle contested subject matter. 

It is hoped that this research will assist museum professionals with their articulation of curatorial 

voice, aid both individuals and communities in the co-creation of identity, and further allow 

museums to expand their inclusive role in society. 
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APPENDIX A    

IRB APPROVALS 
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 APPENDIX B 

GATEKEEPING MECHANISMS CHART 

 
Gatekeeping Mechanism Applied to Curatorial Voice based on the work of Barzilai-Nahon and 

Metoyer-Duran. Barzilai-Nahon suggests that “preservation of culture” is one of the dominant 

rationales for the execution of gatekeeping mechanisms (Barzilai-Nahon, 2011, p. 17). This chart 

outlines the terms and definitions of network gatekeeping, and possible applications of 

gatekeeper mechanisms to curatorial voice. 

 
Term Definition Application to Curatorial Voice 

Selection “Making a choice or choosing from 

alternatives” 

Do curators select objects and text from the 

available items? 

Addition “Joining or uniting information” Do curators pair items and text to convey a 

message? 

Withholding “Refraining from granting, giving, or 

allowing information” 

Is it the case that curators cannot/do not 

place all items on display? 

Display “Presenting information in a particular 

visual form designed to catch the eye” 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to create a visual 

message? 

Channeling “Conveying or directing information into 

or through a channel” 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to place items and text in 

a particular pathway? 

Shaping Forming, especially giving a particular 

form of information 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to shape the message into 

particular forms? Perhaps digital formats, 

accessible formats, or educational formats? 

Manipulation Changing information by artful or unfair 

means to serve the gatekeeper’s purpose 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to change the meaning of 

items? 

Repetition Saying, showing, writing, restating; 

making; doing, or performing again 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to create a message that 

includes repetition of thematic content? 

Timing Selecting the precise moment for 

beginning, doing, or completing an 

information process 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to time the presentation 

of items within an exhibit? 

Localization Process of modifying and adapting 

information, products, and services to 

distinct target audiences in specific 

locations in away that takes into account 

their cultural characteristics 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to localize the 

presentation of items or text for target 

audiences? 

Integration Forming, coordinating, or blending into a 

new functioning or unified whole 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to integrate the exhibit 

into the greater whole of society? 

Disregard Paying no attention to information, 

treating it as unworthy of regard or notice 

Do curators work with museum staff and 

exhibit designers to disregard irrelevant 

items or text? 

Deletion Eliminating information especially by 

blotting out, cutting out, or erasing 

Do curators work with museum staff or 

exhibit designers to cut out particular items 

or text from an exhibit? 
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APPENDIX C 

EXHIBIT EVALUATION RUBRIC 

 
Museum Name  

Exhibit Name  

Floor/Level  

Date  

Time  

# Objects on Display  

# Objects on Display that meet the 

qualifications of Contested Subject 

Matter (CSM) 

 

Example CSM Object #1 

Name: 

Metadata: 

 

Description: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Example CSM Object #2 

Name: 

Metadata: 

Description: 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Example CSM Object #3 

Name: 

Metadata: 

Description: 

 

 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

# Objects on Display that meet the 

qualifications for Gatekeeping 

Mechanism (GM) 

 

Example GM Object #1 

Name: 

Metadata:  

Description: 
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Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Example GM Object #2 

Name:  

Metadata: 

 

 

 

Description: 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Example GM Object #3 

Name:  

Metadata: 

Description: 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

 

# Objects on Display that meet the 

qualifications for Identity Work (IW) 

 

Example IW Object #1 

Name: 

Metadata: 

Description: 

 

 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Example IW Object #2 Name: 

Metadata: 

Description: 

 

 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Example IW Object #3 

Description 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Source: 

Associated Text or Label: 

Notes 

 

 

 

 

Description of Curatorial Voice: 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 
Hello. This is Laura-Edythe Coleman, a doctoral student researcher working under the 

supervision of Dr. Paul Marty from Florida State University. Is this still a good time to talk? 

 

If participant responds in the affirmative, then… 

 

Before we begin, I wanted to briefly explain the purpose of this interview… 

 

We’re conducting a research project to understand the role of a museum curators 

handling contested subject matter. Through a series of interviews, the researcher and 

curatorial staff of the [name of museum here] will explore the role of curatorial voice and 

the gatekeeping mechanism utilized to express that voice.  

 

To this end, I’m going to ask you a dozen or so open-ended interview questions. This 

should take around one hour, but I’m happy to speak with you as long as you would like. 

 

As discussed earlier, I would like to audio-record this interview. Do I have your permission to 

record this conversation? 

 

If participant responds in the affirmative, then audio-recording will be started… 

 

Thank you. This interview is now being audio-recorded. Would you please confirm for the 

record that you have consented to having this conversation recorded? 

 

If participant responds in the affirmative, then… 

 

Thank you. We will now proceed with the interview… 

 

If participant responds in the negative, then the interview will proceed without audio 

recording… 

 

Thank you. We will now proceed with the interview… 
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APPENDIX E  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 
Interview Informed Consent Form [Will be available online via Qualtrics] 

 

I have been informed that Doctoral Student Researcher Laura-Edythe Coleman working under 

the supervision of Dr. Paul Marty, from the College of Communication and Information at 

Florida State University is conducting a research project to understand the role of a museum 

curators handling contested subject matter. Through a series of interviews, the researcher and 

curatorial staff of the [name of museum here] will explore the role of curatorial voice and the 

gatekeeping mechanism utilized to express that voice.  

 

I understand that I will be interviewed, that the interview will take approximately 45 minutes, 

and that, with my permission, audio will be recorded via a digital recording device. I further 

understand that I may at any time, opt out of audio recording and still participate in this study by 

interviewing without audio recording. The recording of my interview will be kept in a secure 

repository maintained by the researchers through January 1, 2018. 

 

I understand that my participation is totally voluntary and that I may stop participation at any 

time. I understand that there are no risks or discomforts if I agree to participate in this study. My 

identity will be kept confidential, to the extent allowed by law. Although quotations from the 

interview may be published, my name will not appear in any of the results. 

 

If I have questions about my rights as a participant in this research, or I feel I have been placed at 

risk, I can contact Laura-Edythe Coleman at REDACTED or email REDACTED; I may also 

contact Dr. Paul Marty at (850) 644-5775 or email marty@fsu.edu; I may also contact the Chair 

of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional Review Board, through the Office of Vice 

President for Research at Florida State University at (850) 644-8633 or by email 

humansubjects@fsu.edu . Additional information on human subjects can be found at the Office 

of Research Human Subjects Committee home page located at 

http://research.fsu.edu/humansubjects/ 

 

By clicking below I am stating that I have read and understand this consent form, and I freely, 

voluntarily, and without element of force or coercion consent to participate in this study. I 

understand this consent may be withdrawn at any time without prejudice or penalty, and that I 

have the right to ask and have answered any inquiry concerning the study. 

 

Please provide your consent: 

 

Yes, by clicking I verify my consent to participate in this study. 
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 

How would you describe curatorial voice?  

Is it a message intended for the museum audience? Is it a message co-mediated by 

museum personnel and museum audience?  

How do you listen for curatorial voice in an exhibit?  

What clues within an exhibit prompt you to listen for curatorial voice?  

How do you hear your voice here, in the [name of museum here]? Or can you identify 

with a particular voice within an exhibit here? 

What would allow you to hear your voice here better?  

In your opinion, how would you describe the individuals who should be heard through 

the curatorial voice of this exhibit? 

What are the mechanisms you use to express curatorial voice? [Offer multiple possible 

choices such as “object selection,” “object placement,” “text repetition”]  

In general, are there any particular mechanisms that you believe to be particularly 

effective in expressing curatorial voice? 

For you, only you, what is the message that you are hearing in the curatorial voice of the 

[name of museum here]? 
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APPENDIX G 

INTERVIEW INVITATION LETTER 

 

Dear Mr./Ms. XXXX,  

 

Thank you for your interest in “The Socially Inclusive Role of Curatorial Voice” research, and 

your willingness to participate in an interview. Curatorial Voice, a concept central to museology, 

is an inherent element of an exhibit. In this research study, the ubiquitous curatorial voice of a 

museum exhibit is recast as a gatekeeper, granting the researcher the ability to apply information 

science principles of “Gatekeeper” theory to this often invisible but always audible voice within 

an exhibit. In particular, this exploratory study will shed light on the role of a museum curators 

handling contested subject matter. Through a series of proposed intensive interviews, the 

researcher and curatorial staff of the [name of museum here] will explore the role of curatorial 

voice and the gatekeeping mechanism utilized to express that voice  

Before we schedule your interview, we would need to receive your consent to participate. The 

link below will take you to a secure online form where you can review an Informed Consent 

statement and indicate your willingness to participate in this research. Once we have received 

your response, a member of our team will be in touch to schedule your interview. 

Follow this link to receive an Informed Consent statement, or copy and paste the URL below 

into your Internet browser: 

[INSERT URL HERE] 

 

 

Sincerely, 

Laura-Edythe Coleman 

Doctoral Student Researcher 

Florida State University 
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APPENDIX H 

CODEBOOK EXAMPLES 

 

An Example Code Term “Eavesdrop” 

MAIN 

CATEGORY 

CODE CODE DETAILED 

DESCRIPTON 

INCLUSION 

CRITERIA 

TYPICAL 

EXEMPLAR 

RESEARCHER 

NOTES 

MESSAGE “EAVESDROP” LISTENING FOR 

CURATORIAL 

VOICE BY 

LISTENING TO THE 

INTERPRETATIONS 

AND RE-

INTERPRETATIONS 

MADE BY 

MUSEUM 

VISITORS AROUND 

THE CURATOR. 

PARTICIPANT 

DESCRIBES: 

THE ACT OF 

LISTENING 

TO MUSEUM 

VISITOR 

DIALOGUE 

TO 

ASCERTAIN 

THE 

CURATORIAL 

VOICE OF AN 

EXHIBIT. 

 

"ONE OF THE 

FIRST 

THINGS 

THAT I WILL 

PROBABLY 

LITERALLY 

LISTEN TO IS 

HOW 

VISITORS 

ARE 

TALKING 

AMONGST 

THEMSELVES 

AND 

REPEATING 

THE 

CONTENT 

USING THEIR 

OWN 

WORDS." 

 

THIS CODE 

EMERGED 

NVIVO -AS 

PARTICIPANTS 

TALK ABOUT 

THE WAYS IN 

WHICH 

MUSEUM 

VISITORS: 1. 

INTERPRET 

EXHIBITS FOR 

THEMSELVES; 

2. RE-

INTERPRET 

EXHIBITS FOR 

OTHERS; 3. 

PICK UP ON 

THE 

NARRATIVE 

POINTS OF 

EXHIBITS; 4. 

REPEAT 

CONTENT - 

AND REPEAT 

IT 

CORRECTLY. 
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General Codebook outline 

Main Categories Codes Sub-codes 

      

Gatekeeping Mechanisms     

  Transferrable Mechanism   

  Accessibility 

"Balance and 

Heirarchy" 

  Selection 

Oral History 

Techniques 

  Addition   

  Witholding   

  Display Juxtoposition 

  Channeling   

  Shaping 

"Balance and 

Heirarchy" 

  Manipulation   

  Repetition   

  Timing Physical Partition  

      

  Localization "Walk in Our Shoes" 

  Integration 

"Empower the 

community" 

  Disregaurd 

Minimization of 

Adjectives 

  Display 

Minimization of 

Adjectives 

Physical Museum Descriptions     

  

Organizational/ 

Institutionl Processes Content Development 

    

Soft Opening of 

Exhibits 

    Iterative Evaluation 

    Publications 

  "Museum Voice"   

Museum Visitor Descriptions     

  

Visitor Choice of Level of 

Engagement   

  Museum Fatigue   

  Grazing Berry Picking 
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Curator Self-Descriptions     

  "Role"   

  Longevity of Employment   

  

"Curatorial 

Responsibility"    

  "Curatorial Choices"   

  Champion of Inclusion   

  

Awareness of 

Stakeholders   

Critical Theory     

  Identity Work   

    "Generation" 

    "Walk in our shoes" 

    "Validate their stories" 

  Collective Memory   

  Socially Inclusive   

  Contested Subject Matter   

  

Psychological (Relative) 

Distance Hypothesis 

Temporal or Physical 

Distance. 

  Co-Construction Co-Mediation 

  Message Curatorial Voice 

    "Eavesdrop" 

    "intended message"  

    Point of view 

    "Authentic voice" 
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