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Resources & Links 
 
Emergent Strategy (Adrienne Maree Brown) 
https://bookshop.org/books/emergent-strategy-shaping-change-changing-
worlds/9781849352604 
 
Videos/podcasts of Adrienne Maree Brown explaining: 
 
Approximately 5 1/2 minutes - - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IyN76oTt67M 
 
Approximately 50 minutes - - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lyJz4McUbD0 
 
Approximately 60 minutes - - https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yp6HK3qq8rQ 
 
Calling In 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DpUe1UPooAOaL9V3di_zHnvDV3n4S2H9/view?usp=sharing 
 
Challenging the Narrative 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1HgwhNGiRei-DNY3pZ27b3PmnOAKIcoli/view?usp=sharing 
 
Detour-Spotting 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1A5YwbWLGjqjI2gKFjbJWVjygNpqBTHsx/view?usp=sharing 
 
Interrogating Institutional Practices DEAI 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Zpz0MRqG_xcWftw5s6sf0R9xxbKlfhU9/view?usp=sharing 
 
Kendi - Racism as Policy 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aA0-wp6AjDD7uVzjni2CLnM4TzlsRxIO/view?usp=sharing 
 
Anti-racism continuum 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TViLLvMtHssh-FSB4mr5FolaV7uB8mLe/view 
 
AAM hiring resource 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vOY7362aHhRPve2B6iZC8T-w7EHLvBrd/view?usp=sharing 
 
On-boarding 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Pgw4hIninvnmSSi6ONYV512eYYn0Xh6s/view 
 
 
Other links from chat 
We’re Not That Hard to Find 
https://unitedarts.cc/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/were-not-that-hard-to-find.pdf 
  
Barriers to Entry 
https://medium.com/@elisecouture/barriers-to-entry-an-infrastructure-of-exclusion-in-the-
museum-15623f83f28e 
 
How to Make the Hiring Process Accessible 
https://aoda.ca/how-to-make-the-hiring-process-accessible/ 
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Dear Beloved Reader, we're going to be real with you.

We're asking you to join our membership program so we can become fully financially sustainable (and you'll get cool perks

too!) and avoid shutting down.

Every year, we reach over 6.5 million people around the world with our intersectional feminist articles and webinars. But we

now depend 100% on reader support to keep going.

If everyone reading this only gave $12, we could raise enough money for the entire year in just one day.If everyone reading this only gave $12, we could raise enough money for the entire year in just one day.

For the price of a single lunch out, you can help save us. We're an independent feminist media site led entirely by people of

color. If Everyday Feminism has been useful to you, please take one minute to keep us alive. Thank you!

Click here to join!
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Nobody is perfect, but when people screw up and do oppressive things, we need to let them know

what they did was wrong.

In social justice circles, we often do something called “calling out,” which usually includeswe often do something called “calling out,” which usually includes

someone publicly pointing out that another person is being oppressive.someone publicly pointing out that another person is being oppressive.

Calling someone out serves two primary purposes: It lets that person know they’re being oppressive,

and it lets others know that the person was being oppressive. By letting others know about this

person’s oppressive behavior, more people can hold them accountable for their actions.

While staying silent about injustice often means being complicit in oppression, calling out lets someone

know that what they’re doing won’t be condoned.

Calling out, essentially, aims to get the oppressive person to stop their behavior.Calling out, essentially, aims to get the oppressive person to stop their behavior.

While I have absolutely no doubt that calling out has immense value – I do it all the time – it can be

really difficult and sometimes counter-productive. I have come across situations where I think a more

gentle approach would be more effective.

For example, when my best friend says something ableist, how should I approach it?

What about when my partner – a thoughtful, socially conscious person – says something that is subtly

heterosexist?

What about people who aren’t consciously being oppressive? What about people who don’t speak

English as a first language, and therefore don’t realize the oppressive connotations of some words?

Is there a more compassionate way of calling someone out?Is there a more compassionate way of calling someone out?

There is a big difference between a person making a few screw ups and a person repeatedly engaging

in hurtful behavior without apologizing.

If the ultimate goal is to get someone to change their problematic behavior, then we need to be

intentional and strategic about how we encourage people to do that.

I recently came across the idea of “calling in” through this brilliant article by Ngọc Loan Trần on Black

Girl Dangerous. They write:

“I picture ‘calling in’ as a practice of pulling folks back in who have strayed from us. It

means extending to ourselves the reality that we will and do fuck up, we stray, and

there will always be a chance for us to return. Calling in as a practice of loving each

other enough to allow each other to make mistakes, a practice of loving ourselves

enough to know that what we’re trying to do here is a radical unlearning of everything

we have been configured to believe is normal.”

Much like calling out, calling in aims to get the person to change their problematic behavior. TheThe

primary difference between calling in and calling out is that calling in is done with a littleprimary difference between calling in and calling out is that calling in is done with a little

more compassion and patience.more compassion and patience.

Sometimes people – especially people who are shy, new to social justice activism, or easily hurt –

receive messages better when they’re sent gently.

As someone who is socially anxious and very sensitive, I often feel afraid to participate in certain

spaces online because I’m too afraid I’ll say something wrong and be ostracized by the group.

Of course, my personal hurt is not an excuse for my Of course, my personal hurt is not an excuse for my oppressive behavior to go unchecked.

But those who are mentally ill shouldn’t feel afraid to participate in these online spaces – when

possible and appropriate, we should extend compassion to people, even when they’ve messed up.

I want to make one thing very clear: I am not advocating that people shouldn’t get angryI want to make one thing very clear: I am not advocating that people shouldn’t get angry

at their own oppression.at their own oppression.

Trans people have the right to get angry about transantagonism. Women and non-binary people have

the right to get angry about sexism. Black people have the right to get angry about racism.

Calling people out allows us to hold people – particularly those who have privilege overCalling people out allows us to hold people – particularly those who have privilege over

us – accountable for their oppressive actions. us – accountable for their oppressive actions. It’s important that marginalized folks are allowed

to do that, and it’s important that people who do oppressive things are held accountable.

I’m also not saying that calling people in is always and inherently better than calling people out. I think

both calling in and calling out can be constructive in different circumstances.

Rather, I want to discuss another method of engaging with oppressive behavior.Rather, I want to discuss another method of engaging with oppressive behavior.

Our activism, like our general behavior in life, should be as compassionate as possible, but for many of

us, energy and compassion are not renewable resources.

We can burn out really easily. We can run out of patience. And some people are simply not worth our

energy.

For our movement, and for our own self-care, we need to budget our compassion and not waste it on

those who won’t return it.

But it’s really difficult to figure out when we’re wasting our energy on people and when we’re not.

Here are a few questions you might want to ask yourself when deciding whether you should call

someone in or out.

1. Do I Have the Emotional Capacity to Call Someone in Right1. Do I Have the Emotional Capacity to Call Someone in Right
Now?Now?

Dealing with oppression can be draining. Taking on the task of trying to reach out and possibly educate

someone requires emotional energy.

Nobody should feel obligated to call someone in, especially when it’s too emotionallyNobody should feel obligated to call someone in, especially when it’s too emotionally

painful to do so.painful to do so. So before you call someone in, ask yourself if engaging with them will be more

harmful to you than beneficial. You could always take a break and call them in later if necessary.

An alternative option is asking another person – perhaps an ally – to call them in and help educate

them.

When it comes to activism, we need to take care of ourselves first. It’s not selfish to indulge in self-care

when you need to; it’s important for your survival. We need to make sure we have the emotional and

mental energy to keep going.

2. Do I Have Privilege Over Those Who Are Harmed by This2. Do I Have Privilege Over Those Who Are Harmed by This
Person’s Actions?Person’s Actions?

A huge part of allyship is talking to other privileged people and getting them to be supportive of

marginalized groups.

It is exhausting for marginalized people to constantly call in people who have privilege over them, so

our supporters should be doing that for us whenever they can.

Marginalized people should not have to educate their oppressors.Marginalized people should not have to educate their oppressors.

As a queer person, I should not be expected to educate every person who perpetuates heterosexism –

intentionally or not. But I would really appreciate it if straight people attempting to work in solidarity

with the queer movement would encourage other straight people to avoid engaging in oppressive

behavior.

As a white person, I could do more to engage with other white people when their behavior or attitude

perpetuates racism. Of course, I can’t go around compassionately educating every willfully ignorant

racist.

But I can attempt to compassionately engage with those who, like me, are willing to learn more about

oppression in order to better support people of color.

Calling people in is one of the ways in which this could be done.

3. What Are (Or Were) Their Intentions? Do You Think They’ll3. What Are (Or Were) Their Intentions? Do You Think They’ll
Change Their Behavior?Change Their Behavior?

When it comes to supporting marginalized groups, the impact of our actions is moreWhen it comes to supporting marginalized groups, the impact of our actions is more

important than our important than our intentions..

Let’s use a really simple example to illustrate this idea. Imagine that I am standing in the kitchen next to

my friend, who is too short to reach something on the top shelf. I move over and try to grab it for her. In

doing so, I stand on her toes. She then shouts out, “Ouch! You’re hurting me! Stop standing on my

toes!”

In this situation, I didn’t intend for her to get hurt. I intended to help her. But it won’t be very helpful if I

turn around and say, “But I didn’t meant to hurt you! I’m trying to help you! I refuse to get off your toes

because it’s not meant to be hurtful!”

Instead, I should stop standing on her toes because it’s hurting her and then apologize. In fact, I should

do the work, in advance, to be intentional about asking if she would like my help and how I should best

support her in the process.

When it comes to supporting marginalized people, we might accidentally end up doingWhen it comes to supporting marginalized people, we might accidentally end up doing

something more harmful than helpful.something more harmful than helpful.

In those situations, it’s not helpful to prattle on about how we never meant to hurt them. Rather, we

should pay attention to people’s self-advocacy, engage with their complaints, and avoid hurting them

as best as we can.

After all, if our intentions are good, we should be willing to take notice of people whenAfter all, if our intentions are good, we should be willing to take notice of people when

they tell us how to support them. If we only mean well, we should understand thethey tell us how to support them. If we only mean well, we should understand the

importance of apologizing and changing our hurtful behavior.importance of apologizing and changing our hurtful behavior.

How does this fit into calling people in? Well, a person’s intentions might not make their actions any

less harmful. But if someone truly has good intentions, they will be willing to change their behavior.

4. 4. Why Exactly Did They Do This Oppressive Thing?Why Exactly Did They Do This Oppressive Thing?

Sometimes, people make mistakes because they simply don’t know they’re making those mistakes.

For example, I met with a group of young high school girls recently to discuss feminism and social

justice. One of the girls in the group referred to trans people as being “born in the wrong body” – a

phrase many trans people object to.

Instead of calling her out on it, I called her in: I gently explained why the phrase isn’t okay to use and

offered to e-mail some of the girls some information on trans-friendly language.

The reason why she used that phrase was because she was genuinely ignorant. High schools don’t

usually offer much trans education, and the mainstream media often uses oppressive language or

ignores trans issues altogether.

I thought about how eager, yet afraid I was to get involved in social justice when I was in high school. At

that age, I didn’t need someone to shout at me for using a phrase I didn’t know to beI didn’t need someone to shout at me for using a phrase I didn’t know to be

oppressive – I needed a bit of guidance.oppressive – I needed a bit of guidance.

She was ignorant, but she was willing to learn. She immediately apologized and asked for more

information. Since then, she’s started a personal blog on feminism and has gotten really involved in

social justice activism.

I can’t help but feel that if I called her out with less compassion, she might have felt less confident and

she wouldn’t have responded as she did.

In social justice activism, it is important that we invest what we can in one another’sIn social justice activism, it is important that we invest what we can in one another’s

growth and happiness.growth and happiness. After all, humans drive the movement, and if we don’t take care of the each

other, the movement becomes less powerful.

If someone is intentionally being an asshole, let them go. If someone is intentionally ignoring

marginalized groups, let them go.

But if someone is engaging in oppressive behavior because they didn’t know it was oppressive – or

because they had a momentary lapse in judgment – calling them in could be the most constructive

move.

How Can We Call Someone In?How Can We Call Someone In?

There is certainly no single, full-proof formula for calling in people effectively. That said, it can be

helpful to have a flexible guideline on how to call someone in.

I have a general pattern which I use when I try to call people in, and I adjust it when circumstances

change.

Firstly, it’s a good idea to figure out which method of communication would be best.which method of communication would be best. Is it better

to approach them in person? Would a message or phone call be more effective?

Sometimes it’s better to have the conversation privately, as sometimes a public conversation isn’t

inappropriate. It depends on the nature of the oppressive thing they did and what kind of relationship

you have.

For example, if someone uses the word “lame” – an ableist slur – when commenting on my Facebook

posts, I usually just comment and explain nicely why I don’t want them to use that word on my posts.

However, if I am familiar enough with that person to know they might be scared or embarrassed about

their mistake, a private conversation could be better.

After all, I’m more interested in helping them change their oppressive behavior thanAfter all, I’m more interested in helping them change their oppressive behavior than

publicly shaming them for it.publicly shaming them for it.

Secondly, mention the specific action and explain why it was hurtful or oppressive.mention the specific action and explain why it was hurtful or oppressive. Maybe

the person doesn’t understand exactly why their behavior is harmful.

Let them know how it impacts you directly, if it does. I’m personally really hurt by people perpetuating

the stigma attached to mental illness, because I’m mentally ill.

So when someone does that, I explain how their actions hurt my feelings. I’ll be sure to explain how the

stigma attached to mental illness directly prevents people like me from getting adequate mental health

care.

The beauty of social media is that we can quickly link our friends to educational articles,The beauty of social media is that we can quickly link our friends to educational articles,

thus saving us the effort of rehashing common arguments – use this advantage!thus saving us the effort of rehashing common arguments – use this advantage!

Lastly, we should be willing to have a discussion with them about their actions.

They might want to apologize for their actions. They might ask for help on changing their behavior or

language. If we can help them, and if they’re willing to learn, we can attempt to guide them so that they

become more conscious of their actions.

***

Social justice activism is essentially about people – it’s about supporting people, educating people and

creating the sort of society where people’s autonomy, growth, and rights are nurtured.

In order to help people, we need to accept that people will screw up sometimes. Imperfection isImperfection is

part of humanity, a part of learning, and a part of growing.part of humanity, a part of learning, and a part of growing.

Calling one another in is a way in which we can nurture the people within our movement — the people

who, like us, are willing to learn but are bound to make mistakes from time to time.

It is essential that we think deeply about how we can hold each other accountable without hindering

one another’s growth.

This way, we can create a sustainable, compassionate movement that nurtures theThis way, we can create a sustainable, compassionate movement that nurtures the

people who are part of it.people who are part of it.
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Found this article helpful?Found this article helpful?

Help us keep publishing more like it by becoming a member!

Sian Ferguson is a Contributing Writer at Everyday Feminism. She is a South African feminist currently

studying towards a Bachelors of Social Science degree majoring in English Language and Literature

and Gender Studies at the University of Cape Town. She has been featured as a guest writer on

websites such as Women24 and Foxy Box, while also writing for her personal blog. In her spare time,

she tweets excessively @sianfergs, reads about current affairs, and spends time with her gorgeous

group of friends. Read her articles here.
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The Editors's Bio

We are the word nerds of The Trek who want nothing more than to infuse some hiking and backpacking joy into your day.
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M I C H A E L  B E Y K I R C H  :  J U N  5 T HM I C H A E L  B E Y K I R C H  :  J U N  5 T H

I would err if I let certain online forums skew my view of backpackers, hardly knowing one myself. Yet as we support our daughter’s interests in joining their ranks, I admit to

having worried. In reaction to brilliant calls such as yours here, some people, I often read, insidiously resort to poisoning the well with accusations of political correctness in-

stead of courageously reflecting on and confronting the barbaric legacies and current practices of racial capitalism.

At my age, I should be less naive. In all fields, including in those in which I participate, my daughter will have to deal with jerks, deal with, in fact, even worse. But thanks to con-

tributions such as yours, I know that she will also meet allies and befriend a lot of cool people.
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J A D E  H I K E S  D A N C E  :  J U N  7 T HJ A D E  H I K E S  D A N C E  :  J U N  7 T H

Thank you for such a spectacular array of resources! This is incredibly helpful!
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K A T I E  :  J U N  8 T HK A T I E  :  J U N  8 T H

Thank you for so much incredible information! Is there an outdoor job posting website or database that reaches BIPOC communities, more than say, Cool Works?
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K R I S  D I E R S  :  J U N  1 0 T HK R I S  D I E R S  :  J U N  1 0 T H

Thank you so sincerely for this invaluable resource! Lots of good learning that I was not yet aware of. You all are amazing, and I appreciate all the work that went into this.
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As a member of an all-white board struggling to meet this moment, I want to thank you for organizing these resources.

As a thruhiker, I want to challenge those of us with a duty to “pay it forward” to do so now by showing up for all our trail buddies we haven’t yet met. Now’s the time.
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You left off some of the best! Beautiful, inspiring women.

@jitabebe

@nique_miller
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Thanks!
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THRU HIKING CULTURE

Challenging the Narrative and Amplifying Voices: Resources for
Education and Inclusivity in the Outdoor Industry
" # ' ( )

One of the universal characteristics of people who love the outdoors is that we enthusiastically lean into

discomfort. 

The outdoors community is mostly white, which has allowed us the privilege of being able to avoid broad

and open discussion of social and racial issues. Racism and violence against Black people go beyond the

outdoors in America, but that doesn’t excuse non-Black members of the outdoor community from

recognizing and fighting it. 

No, you cannot escape society’s problems in the outdoors. The outdoor industry generates billions of

dollars in consumer spending across the US each year, and creates millions of jobs. Nothing so expansive

and integral to the US lifestyle can be exempt from the current social narrative. When angry comments

say to “leave politics out of the trails,” it’s apparent the people standing behind these comments have

never had to experience discrimination based on the color of their skin, background, sexual orientation, or

anything that might set them apart from the majority of people seeking solace in the outdoors. Privilege is

the ability for us to escape to the woods and “tune it out,” the writers of this post included. Admitting that

doesn’t make us bad people, but it means we need to be more open to understanding that not everyone

has this privilege. We need to utilize our voices and platforms to generate change.

Our Pledge to Do Better

Inequality and the outdoors During a time when society can't agree on the

shape of our planet, not even the most conspiracy-minded would argue that the

outdoors is a diverse space.  Our 2019 AT thru-hiker survey, which had 365

respondents,…

Read More

We, as a community, need to do better. We can stop contributing to the noise and start amplifying

the voices of those who have been silenced for too long. Fighting racism and injustice can be deeply

uncomfortable, but haven’t we been practicing that all along?

“Fighting racial injustice in America is an endurance sport. It is going to take time and
sustained focus, to galvanize out communities. Being tired is not enough. The race can be

won, but it requires dutiful action from all of us.” – Marielle Hall

Let these resources serve as the start for what will hopefully be a tipping point in our community. We

want this list to grow. If you have any additions you think should be added, please comment below

or message any of our social media accounts.

-Maggie Slepian, Managing Editor

-Effie Drew, Social Media / Marketing

CHALLENGE THE NARRATIVE
Ask yourself questions about how you can use your voice to make the outdoors and hiking community a

safer, more inclusive space for all.

What can I do to support Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) in my community? In the

hiking community?

Do the brands I buy gear from hire and fairly pay people of color? Do they showcase BIPOC in their

social media and marketing? Do they sponsor athletes of color?

What are (or aren’t) our trail organizations doing to diversify the trail? How can I encourage these

efforts?

Does my social media feed represent an inclusive outdoor community?

How can I better educate myself and challenge the history of US public lands and parks?

What are my local politicians’ policies on ending police brutality and systemic oppression?

How can I use knowledge to have conversations with friends, family, and peers about race and

underrepresentation in outdoor recreation?

What do I want to learn more about? What are the best resources to do so?

WATCH
Reconstruction: This four-part PBS series explores the transformative years following the American Civil

War, when the nation struggled to rebuild itself in the face of profound loss, massive destruction, and

revolutionary social change.

Recolor the Outdoors: Despite the rapidly changing demographics of the United States, the outdoors

remains a non-diverse space. In his TED talk, Alex Bailey discusses the lack of engagement for many

communities of color due to safety, access, relevancy, and representation.

Reclaiming Our Time: Black Faces, White Spaces & the Possibility of Us with Dr. Carolyn Finney:Look

at how the natural environment has been understood, commodified, and represented by both white and

black Americans

The Trauma of Systematic Racism is Killing Black Women: In this TED Talk, T. Morgan Dixon and

Vanessa Garrison talk about the driving force of their health nonprofit GirlTrek. They are on a mission to

reduce the leading causes of preventable death among Black women by building communities of women

walking together outdoors.

The Unlikely Thru-Hiker: In 2012, Derick Lugo set out from NYC to thru-hike the Appalachian Trail.

Barbara Hillary Commencement Address: The epitome of resilience, Barbara grew up in Harlem and in

her late 70s, after surviving cancer, became the first African-American woman to reach both the North

and South Poles. 

The Triple Crown of Hiking:Will “Akuna” Robinson relives his first steps of the PCT and talks about

completing the Triple Crown as a POC.

The Blackalachian’s YouTube Channel: Follow Daniel White, an African-American thru-hiker and cyclist

who most recently showcases his 2019 hike of the Camino Del Norte. 

Merrell’s YouTube Channel: This footwear company sponsors underrepresented outdoor athletes,

including people of color, LGBTQ folks, and members of Indigenous communities, and showcases them on

their channel. 

Just Mercy: This film is currently available for free to encourage education about systemic racism.

When They See Us: Streaming on Netflix. Five Harlem teens are falsely accused of an attack in Central

Park.

Explained | The Racial Wealth Gap: Senator Cory Booker and others discuss how slavery, housing

discrimination, and centuries of inequality have compounded to create a racial wealth gap

Sovereign Stories Youtube Channel: Educational channel focused on American Indian history and

contemporary issues.

READ
These articles are a good start to understanding different points of view and the systemic exclusivity

across the industry.

The Melanin Base Camp Guide To Outdoor Allyship: An incredible, must-read guide for white people.

Privilege, self-awareness and action as outdoor allies.

Five Ways to Make the Outdoors More Inclusive: A must-read for anyone looking to use their voice to

make the outdoors a safer, more inclusive space for the BIPOC and LGBTQ+ community. 

A Guide to Indigenous Land Acknowledgment: An important guide to understanding the longstanding

history that has brought you to reside and recreate on lands, and to seek to understand your place within

that history.

Backpacking in America as a Person of Color: Hikers Share Their Experiences: Hikers of color share

their stories and opinions about what it’s like to backpack on America’s long-distance trails. 

Why Black People Should Take Up Space in the Outdoors: The basis of a discussion for why Black

people deserve a louder voice and a bigger space in the outdoors, both in the industry and through

recreation.

Q&A with Elsye “Chardonnay” Walker: Likely the First Black, Female Triple Crowner: Elsye

“Chardonnay” Walker made her own significant mark on thru-hiking history in 2018 when she completed

her thru-hike of the Appalachian Trail. She is (very likely) the first African-American woman to finish the

Triple Crown.

The Outdoor Industry’s Inclusion Problem: Marinel De Jesus reflects on the lack of inclusion she saw

after attending the 2018 Outdoor Retailer show. 

Stop Making Movies About White Guys Doing Cool Shit: Anaheed Saatchi calls out the outdoor film

industry for excluding storylines that represent the growing diversity of lived experiences in the outdoors.

Going It Alone: The story of Rahawa Haile, a queer African-American woman who decides to solo-hike the

Appalachian Trail from Georgia to Maine during the political climate of the summer of 2016.

‘Bad Things Happen in the Woods’: The Anxiety of Hiking While Black: Three African-American hikers

describe fears and stereotypes they have faced–and why they love hitting the trails.

Outdoor Industry: We Don’t Want Your Hashtags, We Want Action!Actions outdoor brands can take to

show their  long-term commitment to fight racism.

Something About Black Fear

Policing Black and Brown Bodies in the Outdoors

How to Speak up About Racism in the Outdoors

Books: Further reading for when you want a deeper dive

The Adventure Gap:Changing the Face of the Outdoors

Black Faces, White Spaces: Reimagining the Relationship of African Americans to the Great

Outdoors

Rooted in the Earth: Reclaiming the African American Environmental Heritage

The Unlikely Thru-Hiker: An Appalachian Trail Journey

White Fragility:Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism

Toxic Communities: Environmental Racism, Industrial Pollution, and Residential Mobility

The Rise of the American Conservation Movement: Power, Privilege, and Environmental Protection

Dispossessing the Wilderness:Indian Removal and the Making of the National Parks

Stamped from the Beginning:The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America

Between the World and Me

Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants

Trace: Memory, History, Race, and the American Landscape

For more reads, Time has compiled this list of books to read about anti-racism.

LISTENLISTEN
Put on one of these podcasts to hear from the BIPOC and LGBTQ+ community.

Unlikely Hikers: Creating diversity, community, and body liberation by featuring underrepresented

voices in the outdoors. 

“Miss Buchanan’s Period Of Adjustment” on Revisionist History: In Season 2 Episode 3, we hear about

the Browns, the family behind Brown v. Board of Education, perhaps the most well-known Supreme Court

decision in history. 

“Black Girls Do Bike” on Better with Bikes Podcast: Black Girls Do Bike started as an online community,

but quickly blossomed into a proud voice of some of the most underrepresented and underserved groups

in the cycling community. 

Will “Akuna” Robinson on Backpacker Radio: The first known African-American male to complete the

Triple Crown talks about his experiences in managing chronic pain, how hiking interfaced with his PTSD,

what it’s like hiking through rural America as a black man.

“Finding Black Joy in the Outdoors” on Outdoor Voices:  An avid climber, hiker, and outdoor leader,

Brittany Leavitt tells how the outdoors play a role in helping her heal through grief and asserting her

identity. 

“The Power of Storytelling” on She Explores: Melanin Base Camp founder Danielle Williams discusses

the power of storytelling to educate people on the ways people of color and LGBTQ+ persons experience

the outdoors.

Code Switch: Being Outdoorsy When You’re Black or Brown

SPEND
Can’t get out there and protest? Don’t know how to help spread the word? Here is our list of organizations

and social justice efforts to learn about, follow, and donate to. Don’t have the means to donate? You can

still learn about these organizations and their efforts, volunteer, and read their stories. 

Diversify Outdoors: This collection of small business owners, BIPOC and LGBTQ+ outdoor influencers,

and outdoor businesses came together in 2018 to start helping diversify the outdoor industry and

community.

SoulTrak Outdoors: A non-profit that connects communities of color to outdoor spaces while also

building a coalition of diverse outdoor leaders. 

Youth Outside: An Oakland, CA-based and BIPOC-led organization dedicated to connecting youth to

nature by eliminating barriers, providing resources, and promoting outdoor programming.

We Got Next: Amplifies individual stories of adventure and activism from communities that have been

underrepresented in outdoor and environmental spaces. 

Black Outside: Working to reconnect black youth to the outdoors. 

Outdoor Afro: Connecting and enhancing Black leadership in the outdoor industry and community.

Big City Mountaineers:Getting underrepresented and economically challenged youth into the outdoors. 

Color Outside: Helping Women of Color get outside in an inclusive, empowering environment.

Greening Youth Foundation: Connecting under-represented youth and young adults in Atlanta, GA to the

outdoors and jobs in conservation.

Colorado Blackpackers: Organization creating economic equity in outdoor recreation through providing

gear, outdoor excursions and outdoor education for free or at a subsidized cost. Connecting participants

with volunteer and job opportunities in outdoor industry careers. 

Run with Maud: Ahmaud Arbery was jogging in his neighborhood in Georgia when he was gunned down

and killed. Three men face charges in his death. Support efforts for justice by signing the petition or

donating funds.

Equal Justice Initiative: This nonprofit works to challenge racial and economic injustice, and provide a

voice for underserved members of the community.

Support BIPOC-owned Outdoors and Fitness Brands

Seirus: Owned and operated by people of color selling cold weather and sun protection gear, like gloves

and face masks.

Coral Cliffs: One of in indoor climbing’s best kept secrets in Ft. Lauderdale, FL. Owned & operated by a

Black woman.

Brooklyn Bell Design: Graphic designer and artist whose work is inspired by her passion for the

outdoors. 

VeganSmart:A Black-owned health food brand that sells plant-based protein powders. 

Copper Cow Coffee: Traditional (and sustainably sourced) Vietnamese pour-over coffee and tea company

owned and run by Vietnamese-American women. 

Backcountry Wok: Makes dehydrated Asian and vegan camping meals in zero-waste (100% compostable)

bags. 

Beast Fingers Climbing: Colorado-based climbing company that specializes in innovative hangboards. 

Sherpa Adventure Gear

Slim Pickin’s Outfitters

Pru Apparel 

Yema

Glamourina 

CultureFit

Vero Mastodon

Just Lift

Dope Fit Chick

Super Fresh

Get Out, Stay Out

Camp Founder Girls

GirlVentures

Native Womens Wilderness

FOLLOW
Become more in-tune with the experience of BIPOC and marginalized people in the outdoors. Aside from

aspirational outdoors photos, they’ll promote calls to action and ways to help straight from the source.

@unlikelyhikers

@blackgirlstrekkin

@browngirlsclimb

@melaninbasecamp

@outdoorafro

@outdoorjournaltour

@pattiegonia

@bleavitt8

@dev_rox

@kailightner

@ayesuppose

@she_colorsnature

@irietoaurora

@naturechola

@ashanishinaabe 

@wildginaa

@zebpowelll

@letsplayrideandseek

@urbanclimbr

@nativewomenswilderness

@akunahikes 

@theblackalachian

@teresabaker11

@theblackoutdoors

@adventuresofnik

@rahawahaile

@colourthetrails

@jujumil

@indigenouswomenhike

@ruemapp

@soultrakoutdoors

@morgantreks

@GirlTrek

@rongriswell

@littlemissflint

@greengirlleah

@meliseymo

@mary.heglar

@brownpeoplecamping

@blackfolkscamptoo

MORE RESOURCES
Outdoor Diversity Pledge: Pairs leading outdoor brands in one-on-one relationships with inclusion

advocates to advance representation for people of color across the industry. 

Native Lands Map: Know what indigenous land you’re living and recreating on and research what groups

occupied those lands. 

Rachel Cargle’s free #DoTheWork 30 day course

See responses of outdoor retailers here 

Special thanks to Elise Ott for helping compile these resources; feature image via Maggie Slepian

Affiliate Disclosure
This website contains affiliate links, which means The Trek may receive a percentage of any product or service you purchase using the
links in the articles or advertisements. The buyer pays the same price as they would otherwise, and your purchase helps to support The
Trek's ongoing goal to serve you quality backpacking advice and information. Thanks for your support!

To learn more, please visit the About This Site page.
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DETOUR‐SPOTTING 
for white anti‐racists 

 
joan olsson 

 
  For white people living in North America learning to be anti‐racist is a re‐education process.  
 We must unlearn our thorough racist conditioning to re‐educate and re‐condition ourselves as anti‐
racists.  There is scant social or political encouragement for this journey of re‐education.  We are 
constantly tempted to detour off course by the racist propaganda of society and our own guilt and denial.  
In the face of society’s and our own resistance, sustaining the will to continue this journey takes bold and 
stubborn effort. 
  This journey sends us into unfamiliar territory.  No white person has ever lived in a non‐racist 
North America.  We were never taught the skills of anti‐racist living.  Indeed, we were carefully taught the 
opposite:  how to maintain our white privilege.  Racism, the system of oppression (of people of color) and 
advantage (for white people) depends on the collusion and cooperation of white people for its 
perpetuation. 
  Most of us first became aware of racial prejudice and injustice as children.  As white infants we 
were fed a pabulum of racist propaganda.  That early “training” was comprehensive and left little room 
for question, challenge or doubt.  Our childhood games, rhymes and media conspired:  “Eenie, meenie, 
minie, mo;  Catch a n…r by his toe …”  We played cowboys and Indians.  All of us knew the Indians were 
bad and had to die.  My WWII generation watched “Bugs Bunny” outwit evil Japanese villains.  As Lillian 
Smith acknowledged: 
      “These ceremonials in honor of white supremacy, performed from babyhood, 
        slip from the conscious mind down deep into muscles and glands…and  
        become difficult to tear out.”  (1) 
 
  Our generous child wisdom told us racism was wrong, but there was no escaping the daily racist 
catechism.  We resisted the lies, the deceit and the injustice of racism, but we did not have the skills to 
counter the poisonous messages.  Our conditioning filled us with fear, suspicion and stereotypes that 
substituted for true knowing of people of color.  We internalized our beliefs about people of color, 
ourselves, other white people and about being white.  Those internalized attitudes became actualized into 
racist behavior. 
  As I continue my journey toward becoming a re‐conditioned and effective anti‐racist, I have 
become aware of “habits,” attitudes and their attached behaviors, which divert me from my intended goal.  
To change the detouring behavior, I must first be fully conscious of what I’m doing, the behavior and its 
consequences.  Next, I need to reflect on the behavior’s attitudinal roots.  Finally, I determine the 
prescribed, desired change I want to make and the best strategy for achieving it.  Sometimes I need to 
remove the behavior from my personal repertoire.  More often though, re‐tooling is necessary, replacing 
the discarded pattern with new behaviors.  It will likely take repeated attempts before I have fully 
internalized and externalized the desired change. 
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  Most of the obstacles and detours encountered on our journey of re‐education are those same 
habitual behaviors birthed in our internalized beliefs.  The behaviors will vary with each white person.  I 
recognize that no two white people share exactly the same experiences and societal moldings.  We learned 
racism in our unique and personal ways from different teachers and at different times.  But we all learned 
the lessons well.  I have observed in myself and other white people some common patterns of guilt, denial 
and defensiveness which appear regularly in our interactions with people of color and other white people. 
 
  Eighteen common detours from our anti‐racist journey are examined in this way: 
#)  The Detour’s Title 
  Attitudes or behaviors that signal a detour or wrong turn into white guilt, denial or 
defensiveness.   
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  A clarification of the underlying meaning and consequence of this behavior pattern. 
 
1)  I’m Colorblind 
            “People are just people;  I don’t see color.”  Or “I don’t think of you as Chinese.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  Statements like these assume that people of color are just like us, white, and have the same 
dreams, standards, problems, peeves that we do.  “Colorblindness” negates the cultural values, 
norms, expectations and life experiences of people of color.  Even if an individual white person 
could ignore a person’s color, the society does not.  By saying we don’t see their color, we are also 
saying we don’t see our whiteness.  This denies their experience of racism and our experience of 
privilege. 
  “I’m colorblind” can also be a defense when afraid to discuss racism, especially if one 
assumes all conversation about race or color is racist.  As my friend Rudy says, “I don’t mind that 
you notice that I’m Black.”  Color consciousness does not equal racism. 
 
2) The Rugged Individual and The Bootstrap Theory 
  “America is the land of opportunity, built by rugged individuals, where anyone with grit 
can succeed if they just pull up hard enough on their bootstraps.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  The “rugged individual” and the “bootstrap theory” are two of the crown jewels of U.S. 
social propaganda.  They have allowed generation after generation to say, “If you succeed, you 
did that, but if you fail, or if you’re poor, that’s your fault.”  Belief in this propaganda is founded 
in a total denial of the impact of either oppression or privilege on any person’s chance for success. 
 
 
3) Reverse Racism 

(a) “People of color are just as racist as white people.” 
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(b) “Affirmative Action had a role years ago, but today it’s just reverse racism; now it’s 
discriminating against white men.”   

(c) The civil rights movement, when it began was appropriate, valuable, needed.  But it’s 
gone to the extreme.  The playing field is now level.  Now the civil rights movement is 
no longer worker for equality but for revenge.” 

  Reality Check and Consequence 
(a) Let’s first define racism: 
       Racism= Racial Prejudice (white people and people of color have this) 
        Plus 
       Systemic, Institutional Power (white people have this) 
To say People of Color can be racist, denies the power imbalance inherent in racism.  
Certainly, people of color can be and are prejudiced against white people.  That was part 
of their societal conditioning.  A person of color can act on their prejudices to insult, even 
hurt a white person.  But there is a difference between being hurt and being oppressed.  
People of color, as a social group, do not have the societal, institutional power to oppress 
white people as a group.  An individual person of color abusing a white person – while 
clearly wrong, (no person should be insulted, hurt, etc.) is acting out of a personal racial 
prejudice, not racism. 
(b)   This form of denial is based in the false notion that the playing field is now level.  
When the people with privilege and historical access and advantage are expected to 
suddenly (in societal evolution time) share some of that power, it is often perceived as 
discrimination. 
(c)    This was said by Rush Limbaugh, who is obviously no anti‐racist, but this comment is 
loaded with white people’s fears of people of color, especially if “they” gained control.  
Embedded here is also the assumption that to be “pro‐Black” (or any color) is to be anti‐
white.  A similar illogical accusation is directed at women who work for and end to 
violence against women and girls.  Women who work to better the lives of women are 
regularly accused of being “anti‐male.” 
 

4) Blame the Victim 
(a) “We have advertised everywhere, there just aren’t any qualified people of color for  
this job.”  Or “If he only had a stronger work ethic.”  Or (b) “If she just felt better about 
herself…” Or “Internalized racism is the real problem here.”  Or (c)  “She uses racism as an 
excuse to divert us from her incompetence.”  And “He goes looking for racism 
everywhere.”  (As if racism is so hidden or hard to uncover that people of color would 
have to search for it.) 
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Reality Check and Consequence 
All “blame the victim” behaviors have two things in common.  First, they evade the real 
problem:  racism.  Second, they delete from the picture the agents of racism, white people 
and institutions, which either intentionally perpetuate or unintentionally collude with 
racism.  As long as the focus remains on people of color we can minimize or dismiss their 
reactions, and never have to look directly at racism and our own responsibility or 
collusion. 
 

5) Innocent By Association 
  “I’m not racist, because …I have Vietnamese friends, or my lover is Black, I donate to 
 Casa  Latina, or I marched with Dr. King.” 

Reality Check and Consequence 
This detour into denial wrongly equates personal interactions with people of color, no  

matter how intimate they may be, with anti‐racism.  It assumes our personal associations free us 
magically from our racist conditioning. 

 
6) The white knight or white missionary 
  “We (white people) know just where to build your new community center.”  Or “Your 
young people (read youth of color) would be better served by traveling to our suburban training 
center.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  It is a racist, paternalistic assumption that well meaning white people know what’s best for 
people of color.  Decisions, by white people, are made on behalf of people of color, as though 
they were incapable of making their own.  This is another version of “blame the victim” and 
“white is right.”  It places the problems at the feet of people of color, and the only “appropriate” 
solutions with white people.  Once more the power of self‐determination is taken from people of 
color.  Regardless of motive, it is still about white control. 
 
7) The White Wash 
  “He’s really a very nice guy, he’s just had some bad experiences with Koreans.”  Or 
“That’s just the way Uncle Adolf jokes.  He’s very polite to the Black janitor in his building.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  We’re trapped here by another version of our guilt response.  We attempt to excuse, 
defend or cover up racist actions of other white people.  We are particularly prone to this if the 
other person is close to us, family or friend, and if we feel their actions reflect on us. 
 
8) I Was An Indian in A Former Life  (2) 
  “After that sweat lodge I really know what it feels like to be an Indian.  I have found my 
true spiritual path.” 
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  Reality Check and Consequence 
  This is spiritual or cultural appropriation and poses a serious threat to the integrity and 
survival of Native cultures.  To fill a void in their own spiritual core, some white people are 
drawn into the New Age garden to pick from a variety of Native spiritual packages usually 
offered for sale.  Since Native spiritual practice is inseparable from their history and current 
community, it cannot be disconnected from that context to service white people searching for 
life’s meaning.  Appropriating selected parts of Native cultures romanticizes the lives of Native 
peoples while denying their struggles.  Their lands and livelihoods stolen, indigenous peoples 
now witness white people trying to steal their spirituality.  Rather than escape our white racism 
by finding a spiritual path, we instead collude in one more way with the genocidal attacks on 
Native cultures. 
 
9) The Isolationist 
  “I thought we resolved this issue (racism) when it came up on the board last year.”  Or 
“We need to deal with this specific incident.  Don’t complicate it by bringing up irrelevant 
incidences of the past.”  Or “This only happened today because the TV news last night showed 
police beating a Black kid.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  Attempts are made to isolate a particular incident of racism from of the larger context.  We 
blame a publicized incident of racism outside our organization to rationalize an internal incident 
and to avoid facing the reality of racism within.  When trying to resolve an accusation of racism 
within an institution, we often see the incident in a vacuum, or as an aberration, in isolation from 
an historic pattern of racism.  Racism has been so institutionalized that every “incident” is 
another symptom of the pattern.  If we continue to react incident to incident, crisis to crisis, as 
though they are unconnected, we will find genuine resolution only further from our reach. 
 
10) “Bending Over Blackwards”    (3) 
  “Of course, I agree with you.”  )Said to a person of color even when I disagree) or “I have 
to side with Betty on this.”  (Betty being a woman of color.) 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  Our white guilt shows up as we defer to people of color.  We don’t criticize, disagree, 
challenge or question them the way we would white people.  And if we do disagree, we don’t do 
it with the same conviction or passion that we would display with a white person.  Our racism 
plays out as a different standard for people of color than for white people.  If this is our pattern, 
we can never have a genuine relationship with a person of color.  People of color when we are 
doing this.  Our sincerity, commitment and courage will be rightly questioned.  W cannot grow 
to a deeper level of trust and intimacy with people of color we treat in this way. 
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11)  BWAME 
  “But What About Me.  Look how I’ve been hurt, oppressed, exploited…?” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  This diminishes the experience of people of color by telling my own story of hardship. I 
lose an opportunity to learn more about the experience of racism from a person of color, while I 
minimize their experience by trying to make it comparable or less painful than mine. 
 
12)   Teach Me, Please 
  “I want to stop acting like a racist, so please tell me when I do something you think is 
racist.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  White people often assume we can learn about racism only from people of color.  We 
further assume that people of color have the energy and/or desire to do this teaching.  My 
understanding is that most people of color are weary of educating white people about racism.  
We will get stuck.  We’ll get frustrated and impatient with ourselves and other white people in 
this struggle.  And we’ll stay stuck if we don’t seek help from other white anti‐racists.  Our 
inclination has been to ask people of color to help us.  We should seek out other white people 
BEFORE we go to people of color.  Perhaps, as we become more trustworthy as allies, we will 
build genuine relationships with a few people of color who offer their reflections for us when we 
get stuck.  This is at their discretion, not ours.  We can’t assume people of color should be so 
grateful for our attempts at anti‐racism, that they will be willing to guide us whenever we are 
ready to be guided. 
 
13)   White On White, and Righteously So 
  “What is wrong with those white people?  Can’t they see how racist they’re being?”  Or “I 
just can’t stand to be around white people who act so racist.”  And  
  You’re Preaching To The Choir 
  “You’re wasting your time with us, we’re not the people who need this training.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  We distance ourselves from “other” white people.  We see only confirmed bigots, card‐
carrying white supremacists and white people outside our circle as “real racists.”  We put other 
white people down, trash their work or behavior, or otherwise dismiss them.  We righteously 
consider ourselves white people who have evolved beyond our racist conditioning.  This is 
another level of denial.  There are no “exceptional white people.”  (4)  We may have attended 
many anti‐racism workshops;  we may not be shouting racist epithets or actively discriminating 
against people of color, but we still experience privilege based on our white skin color.  We 
benefit from this system of oppression and advantage, no matter what our intentions are.  This 
distancing serves only to divide us from potential allies and limit our own learning. 
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14)   The “Certificate of Innocence” 
  Sometimes we seek or expect from people of color some public or private recognition and 
appreciation for our anti‐racism.  Other times we look for a “certificate of innocence” to tell us we 
are one of the good white people. 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  If our ally commitment depends on positive reinforcement from people of color, we set 
ourselves up for sure failure.  The first time a person of color is displeased with our actions, we 
could respond, “Well, if the people I’m doing all this for don’t want my help, then why bother?  I 
quit.”  Clearly, we’re challenging racism for “them” not for us.  We have not identified our self‐
interest, as white people, for fighting racism.  Until we do, we cannot stay on this lifelong 
journey. 
 
15)   Smoke And Mirrors 
  We use the current PC language;  we listen to the right music;  we state the liberal line;  
we’re seen at the right meetings with the right people.  We even interrupt racist remarks when 
the right people are watching and when there is no risk to us.  We look like an anti‐racist. 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  This is the “Avon Ally,” the cosmetic approach.  People of color and other white anti‐
racists see through this pretense quickly.  This pseudo‐anti‐racist posturing only serves to collude 
with racism and weakens the credibility of sincere white anti‐racists. 
 
16)   The Accountant 
  We keep a tally sheet.  If we perform some “feat of anti‐racism,” we expect reciprocity 
from an individual or group of color, usually with some prestige or power that can serve our 
interests. 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  “I scratch your back, you scratch mine is NOT justice seeking nor ally behavior.  It serves 
only to reduce justice work to some kind of power brokering currency. 
 
17)   Silence 
  We stay silent. 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  Our silence may be a product our guilt or fear of making people of color or white people 
angry with us or disappointed in us.  We may be silent because our guilt stops us from 
disagreeing with people of color.  We may be afraid that speaking out could result in losing some 
of our privilege.  We may be silenced by fear of violence.  The reasons for our silence are many, 
but each time we miss an opportunity to interrupt racism, or to act as allies or to interact 
genuinely with people of color or other white people.  And no anti‐racist action is taken as long 
as we are silent. 
 



  8

  [A note about silence:  Silence is a complicated issue/matter.  There are times when faced 
with a potential intervention situation that I may choose not to interrupt – for reasons of good 
sense or strategy.  Anti‐racists need courage, but foolish risks makes little sense.  When the choice 
is between intervening in this moment, alone, or gathering allies to speak out later in a more 
strategic way, the latter may prove more effective.] 
 
18)   Exhaustion And Despair – Sound The Retreat 
  “I’m exhausted.  I’m only one person.  I can stop and rest for awhile.”  Or “Racism is so 
pervasive and entrenched, there just isn’t any hope.” 
  Reality Check and Consequence 
  Despair is a real enemy of anti‐racists.  For our commitment to be a lifelong one, we must 
find ways to mitigate the effects.  Burn‐out or desertion are of no use to the struggle.  We can 
remember men who jumped on a “Take Back the Night” bandwagon, challenging violence 
against women – for a while.  Until the attention on them as good men waned.  Until the 
“glamour” of the issue faded.  One of the historical, repeated failures of “liberals” in social justice 
movements has been short‐term and inconsistent commitment to the “issue du jour.” 
  If we quit, for any reason, we engage our “default option.”  (5)  As white people, we can 
take a break from the frustration and despair of anti‐racism work.  Such retreat will result in no 
significant consequences for us.  Racism doesn’t allow such a respite for people of color.  One of 
the elemental privileges of being white is our freedom to retreat from the issue of racism.  If 
things get too tough we can always take a break.  And our work against racism doesn’t get done. 
 
THE JOURNEY CONTINUES 
  Once identified, behaviors like those above are possible to change.  The patterns are 
repeated less often.  We re‐educate and re‐tool ourselves to avoid racist behaviors and to take 
more potent anti‐racist action. 
  People of color will continue to demand their rights, opportunities and full personhood.  
But racism in North America won’t end because people of color demand it.  Racism will only end 
when a significant number of white people of conscience, the people who can wield systemic 
privilege and power with integrity, find the will and take the action to dismantle it. 
  That won’t happen until white people find racism in our daily consciousness as often as 
people of color do.  For now we have to drag racism into our consciousness intentionally, for 
unlike our sisters and brothers of color, the most present daily manifestation of our white 
privilege is the possibility of forgetting about racism.  We cannot.  Racism continues in the name 
of all white people.  While there is nothing about racism to celebrate, there is much to celebrate in 
a life lived in the pursuit of justice. 
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ENDNOTES 
1.  Lillian Smith, Killers Of The Dream.  W.W. Norton & Company: New York, 1949.  Page 91. 
2.    Paraphrase of title by Andrea Smith.  “For All Those Who Were Indian In A Former 

 Life.”  First printed in Sojourner: The Women’s Forum, November 1990. 
3.    I first heard this phrase from Rev. Joe Barndt of Crossroads Ministry and the author 

 of Dismantling Racism.  Augsburg Fortress: Minneapolis.  1991. 
4.    Credit to Kathleen Carlin for her “Principle of Intentions versus Effect” from her 

 anti‐sexism work.  Translated here to a racism corollary.  Before her death in 1996 
 she was the Executive Director of Men Stopping Violence in Atlanta, GA. 

5. Term from Dr. Molesi Kete Asante, Chair of African American Studies, Temple 
       University, Philadelphia, PA. 
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Foreword
In 2015, a demographic survey of the staff of North American art museums conducted by The
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD), American Alliance of
Museums (AAM), and Ithaka S+R found that the staff composition of museums in the United
States is not remotely representative of the country’s population.[1]  The leadership and the
curatorial and conservation staff, in particular, are predominantly white. In a rapidly changing
country, a lack of diversity on the staff responsible for developing collections and programs
inevitably affects a museum’s ability to understand the interests, contributions, and needs of its
public, whether locally or on a national level. As art museums are public amenities that can bring
significant benefit to those who participate in their programs, this condition is both a challenge of
social justice and of long-term institutional relevance and health.

In response to our report, museum directors, curators, conservators, professional organizations,
and foundations have come forward to confront the challenge and launch programs that seek to
address its many dimensions. To shine a light on fruitful approaches to this work, the Mellon
Foundation partnered again with Ithaka S+R and AAMD to conduct a series of case studies of
AAMD members to analyze how these museums have succeeded in achieving relatively robust
demographic diversity among staff.[2]  The research team at Ithaka S+R probed broadly how the
museums think about diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion in relation to collections,
programs, community engagement, partnerships, and board development.

The following capstone report combines findings from each of the case studies to indicate possible
ways of increasing staff and board diversity, cultivating an inclusive and equitable climate in the
museum, and building trust with communities that museums have historically not reached or
served well.  The case studies suggest a wealth of ideas and practices that museums of different
types and in various locations may find worth adopting or adapting.

While the inclusion of any one institution in this group of studies does not signify an endorsement
of its practices from the Mellon Foundation, we are grateful to each of the museums for making
their staff available for a rigorous process of study by Ithaka S+R.  We value their conscious work
to develop stronger cultures of equity, diversity, inclusion, and access within and beyond their
walls.

The case studies suggest that it should be possible in the long run for art museums to align
themselves more fully with the panoply of interests and needs of the American people.  They also
indicate that progress is likely to be relatively slow, and that it will depend on sustained
commitment and accountability.  In the belief that what gets measured is more likely to get done,
the Mellon Foundation, AAMD, and AAM are working with Ithaka S+R to conduct a second
iteration of the Museum Staff Demographic Survey.  Whatever the results may show, we look
forward to continuing to partner with the art museum community in its vital public mission of
bringing art to all.

–Mariët Westermann, Executive Vice President, The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation

Introduction
Following the findings from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation’s 2015 Museum Staff Demographic
Survey, Ithaka S+R, the Mellon Foundation, and the Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD)
partnered again to conduct a series of case studies of AAMD members.[3] Using the data from the
2015 survey, we identified 20 museums where underrepresented racial and ethnic minorities have
a relatively substantial presence in positions of intellectual leadership, defined as educators,
curators, conservators, and senior administrators. We then gauged the interest of these 20
museums in participating, asking a few questions about their history with diversity. In shaping the
final list of eight participants, we also sought to ensure some amount of breadth in terms of
location, museum size, and museum type.[4]

In conducting the case studies, we set out to understand how these museums have succeeded in
achieving relatively high levels of representational racial/ethnic diversity among staff. But we were
also interested in understanding how each museum thinks about diversity in relation to its
audience and board, as well as to its collections, exhibitions, and programs. We sought to explore
issues of equity and inclusion among museum staff and audiences, and endeavored to capture
salient findings in terms of organizational successes as well as challenges and barriers.[5]

These eight case studies have been published and are freely available for reading and distribution:

The Andy Warhol Museum (Pittsburgh)

Brooklyn Museum

Contemporary Arts Museum Houston

Detroit Institute of Arts

Los Angeles County Museum of Art

Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago

Spelman College Museum (Atlanta)

Studio Museum in Harlem

The case studies yielded instructive lessons in how to increase staff and board diversity, work
toward more inclusive exhibitions and public programs, cultivate an inclusive and equitable climate
in the museum, and build trust with audiences museums have historically not reached or served
well. We also observed several barriers to realizing these goals.

This report synthesizes findings from these eight case studies and provides recommendations for
effecting institutional change. These recommendations will not apply equally to all art museums,
but rather represent a series of possible directions that may merit consideration across museums
broadly. The findings in each section of this report are illustrated with examples from the case
studies. We hope that this structure can act as a guide to direct readers to the case studies most
relevant to their organizations and communities.

Museum Leadership and Organizational Structure
Building equity, inclusion, diversity and access into the operations of the museum requires internal
work to create a welcoming climate for staff, and to empower engagement and action horizontally
and vertically across departments. This process can result reevaluation of long held assumptions,
experimentation with new organizational structures, and budgetary reallocations.

Recommendation: Broaden Job Qualifications with a Spirit of Inclusion
Develop diverse applicant pools by broadening job requirements. Look for job candidates
with non-traditional backgrounds who will bring valuable skills and new networks to the
museum. Prepare the museum to be a welcoming place for these employees.

The museums we studied have used an array of methods to diversify staff, none of which have led
to complete success thus far. But one key solution is to broaden job requirements. Many positions
in the museum, particularly for curators, have historically required a narrow and specific set of
skills and education, often limiting the pool of potential applicants. But are these requirements
essential for succeeding in the position today? Or do they at times serve to discourage applicants
with significant accomplishments who have non-traditional backgrounds? Introducing greater
flexibility in the hiring and promotion process allows some museums to attract a broader pool of
candidates and can lead to greater representational diversity among museum staff.

For instance, the Brooklyn Museum hired a candidate with a community organizing background as
its director of education. Her previous experience has served her well in connecting with and
understanding the needs of local communities and has allowed her to advance in the museum. But
she does not have a formal background in museum education.

While the Brooklyn Museum has taken a wider view of job qualifications in its education
department, the Detroit Institute of Arts (DIA) has diversified its staff by broadening job
descriptions in its contemporary curatorial department. Instead of looking only for art historians,
DIA also has sought candidates who have honed their skills outside the field. However, this
experiment revealed another challenge; a culture of inclusion must be fostered when hiring staff
with non-traditional skills or educational backgrounds. Within two years of their hire, the two
African American contemporary curators at DIA left the museum, due to tension that emerged over
a number of issues related to climate and process.

Recommendation: Develop Strong Mentoring Programs
Create opportunities to expose emerging professionals to significant networks in the
cultural sector and help them to develop connections beyond the host institution, utilizing
director and board networks.

Because opportunities in the cultural sector often arise through networks in a highly competitive
field, providing mentorship opportunities to a diverse set of emerging professionals is an important
way to open pathways into the field for historically excluded groups. This can be implemented
through formal programs designed to expose emerging professionals to a variety of cultural
organizations and established figures. Informal instances of mentorship, in which individuals
receive career guidance from senior administrators and staff, are also effective.

At the Studio Museum in Harlem, director Thelma Golden has led a curatorial development
program that introduces new professionals of color to significant donors and leaders in the field.
This involves taking emergent curators to international exhibitions, traveling with donors, and
visiting the private collections of philanthropists. As a result of this and other mentoring programs,
Studio Museum has an impressive track record as an incubator of talent, with many former staff
now serving as curators and administrators in museums across the country. For a museum with a
relatively small curatorial department (fewer than five staff), this institution has had a remarkable
impact.

The Teen Council at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston (CAMH) is a youth development
program that has served Houston since 1999. It is a highly diverse program, and many of its
participants have gone on to pursue careers in the arts. Research investigating the outcomes of
these students has shown that the program had a meaningful impact on the course of their lives
and their career decisions. The program exposes participants to the various roles available in a
museum setting, and creates a familiarity with contemporary art at a young age, which often
develops into a lifelong appreciation.

Spelman College Museum has a curatorial studies program that introduces ten students each year
to the curatorial operations of the museum. It also introduces them to a rich network of artists and
curators, and prepares them for highly competitive internships. This program, funded by the Mellon
Foundation, began in 2015. While there is no guarantee that these students will pursue careers in
the arts, the program has the potential to increase diversity in museum curatorship relative to
current figures, not least as significant numbers of Spelman College graduates pursue advanced
degrees in the humanities that prepare students well for museum careers.

Recommendation: Pay All Interns
Provide compensation for interns, and if necessary generate new sources of revenue to
support internship programs.

The common practice of hiring unpaid interns can functionally exclude populations that are unable
to work for free. Paying interns is an important step toward leveling the playing field across
socioeconomic status. In some cases, this may require the museum to prioritize raising spendable
and/or endowment funds for an internship program, or to take other steps to provide funding for
what otherwise would be free labor.

Brooklyn Museum has initiated a two-year paid internship program funded by the Citi Foundation.
This program plans to recruit from historically black colleges and universities and diverse
academic institutions such as the CUNY system, for internships spanning many of the museum’s
departments. The ten undergraduate summer fellows will participate in weekly seminars and
workshops with outside specialists, intern-led brown-bag presentations, and will be paired with a
post-internship mentor who will help guide the emerging professional’s job placement.

DIA has made some recent progress in shifting toward a paid internship program. The museum
currently has five paid internship positions, two of which are specifically intended to increase
diversity in the arts. While DIA still has some unpaid interns, the museum sees its program as an
important step toward increasing access to opportunities in the arts. With new funding, DIA is
adding eight paid internships.

Recommendation: Diversify the Board
Set targets for board member diversity and develop strategies to expand beyond familiar
networks.

Diversifying the museum’s board is seen by many museum directors as one of the most
challenging tasks they face. Boards are often composed to provide resources to support the
museum’s operations and capital needs, which is a primary barrier to diversification. In addition,
boards have traditionally been cultivated through wealthy networks. As one director explained, for
about two-thirds of his board, all of their children attend the same primary school. Wealth is
unevenly distributed to begin with, but the reliance on social networks creates yet further barriers
to entry for people who would bring diversity to museum boards.

Most participating museum directors have set goals for board diversity and have a number of
strategies for achieving these goals. But to set such strategies up for success, it is important to
cultivate alignment on the board around equity, diversity, and inclusion as values to be pursued
throughout the organization, including the board. As museums work to diversify audiences in an
inclusive way, a high level of cultural competency on the board is critical, especially in cases when
the board is not already diverse.

The Detroit Institute of Arts has succeeded in recruiting diverse board members through a high
level of personal engagement on the part of director Salvador Salort-Pons. By holding special
events for ethnically specific philanthropic communities, he has been able to develop excitement
among several communities in Detroit and the broader tri-county area that the museum serves.

Recommendation: Cultivate Alignment across the Organization
Structure regular opportunities to listen to employees, individually and in groups, on
issues of access, equity, diversity, and inclusion. Create a venue for sharing ideas across
departments and levels of seniority.

Creating alignment among staff to support an agenda of promoting equity, diversity, and inclusion
can be difficult. The process of developing a climate in the museum wherein these efforts have
broad appeal can be delicate and requires patience. Some museum directors found success
developing horizontal engagement through nonhierarchical management styles. By empowering
staff to reflect on these values in relation to their particular role and through daily activities within
the museum, some directors have managed to generate buy-in. This approach was seen as
preferable by many directors to the alternative of dictating change in a hierarchical fashion, which
can lead to resistance.

LACMA has worked toward cultivating alignment among staff for equity, diversity, and inclusion
efforts through a nonhierarchical management style. The museum leadership has assumed a
conversational approach to the topic, inviting discussion and seeding ideas with staff across levels
of seniority. Over the course of director Michael Govan’s administration, this has yielded alignment
broadly among staff.

The Brooklyn Museum instituted bi-weekly “messaging meetings” to create a forum for horizontal
discussion among staff.  In these meetings, representatives from every department in the museum
come together to share ideas and listen to each other regarding the planning for forthcoming
exhibitions.

At the Studio Museum, one interviewee contrasted her professional experience at the museum
with another institution where she viewed the efforts towards diversifying staff as inauthentic. As
she described, the multicultural movement of the 1990s was about ticking boxes; institutions were
not actually interested in the different perspectives and lived experiences of historically excluded
communities—they simply wanted to change the numbers. Under the leadership of director
Thelma Golden, Studio Museum has generated a culture of inclusion and equity, in which diversity
of thought and experience is valued and embraced.

Recommendation: Reorganize for Values
Identify instances where important institutional knowledge is siloed and create
opportunities for distributing this knowledge through intra-institutional collaborations and
partnerships.

While cultivating alignment toward the values of equity, diversity, and inclusion can benefit from
horizontal engagement among staff, formal reorganizations can have a meaningful impact in
amplifying community voices. A number of museums have experimented with reorganizing teams,
hiring liaison positions, or creating interdepartmental committees in order to create engagement
across parts of the organization that had previously been siloed. Directors see this as a way of
making the museum more nimble. In many cases, creating opportunities for interactions between
different departments or levels of seniority can improve awareness, raise cultural competencies,
and help the museum make progress toward building trust with the public.

At the Brooklyn Museum, public programming was part of the education department until fall 2016,
when director Anne Pasternak made it part of curatorial. The public programming staff now helps
shape curatorial discussions in ways that are more attentive to cultural representation. For
instance, in planning for an exhibition celebrating Brooklyn’s many cultures, the director of public
programs noticed that no Dominican artists were included in the exhibition, while 3.3 percent of the
borough’s population are Dominican.

DIA has established a committee, Reflecting Our Communities, which brings together staff from
several departments to address the museum’s progress in building a stronger relationship with
local communities in Detroit. Through the committee’s work, DIA has added a new outreach
position and has established a forum for the museum to listen to community members and learn
about ways the museum can have a greater impact in their lives and neighborhoods.

MCA Chicago discontinued an outward facing committee that was devoted to diversifying the
museum’s audiences, which reported to the director of the marketing department. In its place, the
museum has established a committee focused on access, inclusion, and equity, which reports to
the museum director. This committee is composed of pairings of staff and board members who
work together to develop efforts towards realizing these values, both internally and externally. The
new committee reflects a degree of humility and openness, as the museum realizes it must focus
on its own institutional climate, while imbuing its programming, exhibitions and communications
with these values as well.

Connecting with Communities
The participating museums increasingly wish to build a strong, trusting relationship with audiences
they have traditionally not reached well, seeking to ensure community engagement and take on a
growing civic role.

Recommendation: Evaluate Your Audience
Understand who your museum serves and who it does not. Evaluate how different
audiences view and use the museum.

Before developing a strategy towards realizing the values of diversity, equity, and inclusion in the
museum, it is important to understand who the museum’s audience is, that audience’s relationship
to the museum, and also which audiences the museum has failed to connect with and why. To do
this, investment in research and evaluation is necessary.

DIA has been a leader in evaluation in the art museum field for roughly two decades. Through
surveys and interviews the Institute has been able to measure successes and failures as it strives
to be a more welcoming place for the city of Detroit. With an internal evaluation department, the
museum measures audience reactions to exhibitions, captures demographic data, and also
engages communities the museum is not yet reaching in order to understand how to hear, serve,
and engage them better.

Recommendation: Create Pathways to Culture and Employment for New
Communities
Develop systematic pathways that can lead to museum employment, beginning with youth
development programs that draw from communities proximate to the museum.

As museums engage with disadvantaged communities or populations they have not reached or
served well, opportunities emerge to provide access points to the museum. Creating early
exposure to the various operations of the museum can inspire a next generation of cultural
producers and arts administrators to think of the museum as their home. Education departments
are frequently positioned to identify talented youth and cultivate their interests. Research has
shown that these youth development programs can have a major impact on the participant’s
relationship to art and a future career trajectory.[6]

The youngest museum included in our study (founded in 1994), the Warhol Museum has
succeeded in engaging with historically excluded communities through educational programming.
These off-site programs create a pathway into the museum, often beginning with the Youth
Program Council, which empowers youth to generate their own events. Many progress to
internships and educational roles, both within the Warhol as well as with other cultural
organizations.

LACMA is granting access to its collection off site, at Charles White Elementary School in
MacArthur Park. The education department has curated a gallery in the school. This effort served
as a proof of concept for a broader initiative to create LACMA branches throughout the city, like a
public library system. The process has required LACMA to become acquainted with new
neighborhoods and populations, allowing it to better understand the complex urban environment it
serves.

Recommendation: Consider Architecture and Design
Consider the symbolic message that architecture and design send to historically
underrepresented groups. Utilize evaluation tools to determine how best to connect
architecture and the public.

The architecture and design of a museum create a profound first impression on audiences and, in
many cases, tacitly signal who the museum is for. Many traditional facades can signal a
connection to the social values that have historically excluded many populations from cultural
institutions. Interiors can also reflect values in the museum: ground floor galleries tend to get more
foot traffic, and the location of public spaces and departments can communicate the museum’s
priorities. In order to generate a more inclusive atmosphere, some museums have worked to
transform the physical museum space.

LACMA has plans to replace several of its buildings with a single horizontal structure, with a glass
exterior. DIA is working to transform its grounds into a public space. MCA Chicago just renovated
its interior, placing education facilities at the center of the museum, visible from the museum
entrance. In 2004, the Brooklyn Museum altered its facade from a traditional stone staircase to a
street-level glass pavilion, which has become a social space for youth in the neighborhood.

Recommendation: Engage Controversies
Use controversies as an opportunity for open public dialogue, to listen, and to build trust.

As museums strive to build deeper connections with historically excluded communities, they
sometimes inadvertently offend. While it can be tempting to withdraw in such situations, engaging
the controversy and taking the opportunity to explore the underlying issues can produce
meaningful connections between the museum and its public. It is not a guarantee that these efforts
will be well received at first, but these gestures have the potential to change the way alienated
communities view the institution.

The Warhol Museum ran an ad campaign that artists and activists in Pittsburgh’s black community
found offensive. Then director Eric Shiner engaged the controversy and created a programmatic
partnership with one of the artists involved in the protest, D.S. Kinsel. This partnership led to public
artwork that confronted issues of police brutality. The Warhol Museum also reached out to the
Pittsburgh police department concerning the work. In the ensuing community conversation
moderated by Shiner, Kinsel and then chief of police Cameron McClay shared their perspectives
and listened to one another. The public discussion created a productive line of communication
between polarized groups in the city.

Recommendation: Reach New Communities through Partnerships
Partner with organizations that serve different communities in order to diversify audience.

At Spelman College Museum, Andrea Brownlee described the value of institutional partnerships in
bringing diverse audiences into the museum, which is free and open to the public, but is housed in
a gated college These partnerships, such as with the contemporary art magazine Art Papers and
the nonprofit Atlanta Celebrates Photography, have also allowed cultural organizations with
majority white audiences to connect with exhibitions of black female artists like Mickalene Thomas,
Beverly Buchanan, and Deborah Roberts. In some cases, institutional partnerships and
collaborations were necessary to develop these exhibitions. Brownlee sees institutional
partnerships as a way to build ongoing relationships with unfamiliar communities, rather than
relying on ad hoc initiatives that can be tokenizing. Through her example, museum staff are
empowered to grow relationships in a similar fashion.

As the Studio Museum in Harlem prepared to vacate the premises last year in preparation for a
new building project, the museum began an initiative called inHarlem, intending to generate
partnerships with various cultural organizations in the neighborhood, like parks and libraries. When
a museum of international renown develops and strengthens relationships with neighboring
cultural organizations, the broader community benefits from the museum’s rich collecting,
programmatic and art-making practices.

Evolving Mission: Collections and Visitors
Many museums across the country grapple with the transition from being collections-focused
institutions to becoming more visitor-oriented in a spirit of public service and civic engagement.
These shifts can challenge the status quo under which many museums and a majority of their
current staff members have historically operated. As museums reevaluate their relationship to the
public, they have an opportunity to improve access, inclusion, and equity both in relation to the
museum’s audiences and the art work on the museum’s walls.

Recommendation: Empower Education
Hire educators from the communities the museum is trying to engage. Create opportunities
for educators to bring their expertise to bear on the atmosphere and accessibility of the
museum’s galleries and programs.

Museum education is growing increasingly central to the mission of art museums as directors
embrace a civic commitment to the public. Museum education positions are compensated
significantly lower than nearly all other departments in the museum (except security), according to
the AAMD salary survey.[7] They are also typically more flexible with regard to credentials than
other intellectual leadership positions in the museum, such as curatorial, conservation, and senior
administration. In most of our case studies, education departments were more diverse than other
departments. Many of the educators were from the communities the museum was working to
reach.

At LACMA, the education department is over 50 percent Hispanic, and has an established
presence in many economically disadvantaged neighborhoods in Los Angeles, which often also
have predominantly Hispanic-Latino and/or African American populations. By providing arts
education in public schools, and maintaining satellite locations, such as at Charles White
Elementary School, educators can inspire youth to pursue careers in the arts. In some cases, this
serves as a pathway to positions in the education department. Through this process, the museum
can gather a diverse set of cultural competencies, and ensures that everything from wall text, to
brochures, to outreach considers a broad range of perspectives.

Recommendation: When Diversifying Collections, Commit to Curatorial
Rigor and Transparency
Cultivate respect for curatorial rigor by making the curatorial processes transparent, and
allowing all museum staff to learn about the process of developing collections and
exhibitions.

Empowering educators must be balanced with a deep commitment to curatorial rigor as efforts are
made to represent diverse cultures, or the museum will face challenges both internally and with
the public it aims to serve. As museums hope to reflect local, national, and global cultural
narratives that have historically been ignored, it is essential that quality is not sacrificed in pursuit
of access and inclusion. As such, curatorial departments must communicate the value of
presenting challenging and complex work with scholarly and artistic merit in coordination with the
museum’s efforts to become more visitor focused. They must communicate through this practice
that the museum’s commitment to the scholarly presentation of art is not mutually exclusive to a
civic commitment to welcoming non-traditional audiences. Otherwise, museums that are striving to
diversify exhibitions and collections will be in danger of diluting the scholarly rigor they bring to the
visual culture of historically underrepresented and disadvantaged communities.

CAMH had a strong history of presenting diverse and rigorous exhibitions over Valerie Cassel
Oliver’s 17-year tenure as senior curator. A native Houstonian committed to revising the canon,
Oliver garnered national recognition for contributions to the city’s contemporary art scene.  The
museum has continued this work since her departure for the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts,
developing exhibitions that center on social justice issues and growing connections to the
Hispanic, South East Asian, and LGBTQ+ communities.

The Studio Museum in Harlem made significant scholarly contributions to the African diaspora art
community through rigorous exhibitions that highlight the talent and cultural significance of artists
of the African diaspora. The Studio Museum has done much to revise the canon through
retrospectives, but also by featuring the work of emerging and mid-career artists.

Spelman College Museum focuses on presenting the art of women of the African diaspora. 
Through this mission they have created a cultural space for a frequently underrepresented group
of artists. Presenting art within this scope has allowed the museum to move discourse about these
artists’ works beyond conversations about their identity and relationship to race and gender issues.

MCA Chicago has established a Global Visions initiative, which has brought a focus on
international cultural narratives into the curatorial department in a formal way. It has also
developed meaningful exhibitions of local artists, highlighting both the rich cultural history and
social challenges facing Chicago neighborhoods.

Recommendation: Cultivate Collaboration
Minimize tension between education and curatorial departments by finding clear areas for
collaboration.  

Several museums have developed successful collaborations between curatorial and education
departments, where educators are able to bring new insights and perspectives to longstanding
approaches in the ways museums communicate with the public. Their authentic connection to new
audiences allows them to see ways in which tweaks to exhibitions and public programs would
make them more inviting. When curators listen to these perspectives, particularly when the
education department is bringing grass roots knowledge to bear, they find they can maximize the
impact of their shows.

At the Brooklyn Museum, former director Arnold Lehman explained that in order to identify the
“sweet spot,” for an exhibition, the curatorial team conceptualizes a three-circle Venn diagram, with
one circle representing community, one representing collections, and one representing mission.
Intersecting these three aspects of the museum guided their curatorial practice.

At LACMA, several of the educators, including the director of the department, were formerly
curators, allowing for strong collaboration across departments. In some cases, educators would
curate shows, both at the off-site Charles White elementary school and on LACMA’s campus.
Curators and educators described that these healthy working relationships derived from a shared
respect for one another’s expertise.

Conclusion
As research shows, while the demographics of the United States are changing,[8] socioeconomic
and racial inequities are persisting.[9] Representing the variety of cultural narratives in local,
national, and global contexts becomes an increasingly complex task. If museums fail to diversify
staff and programming to tell and display the full range of American stories, art museums will
increasingly find themselves in the unsustainable position of presenting culture from a
conspicuously narrow frame of reference. They are at growing risk of reinforcing a culturally
exclusionary narrative that has long underpinned social and economic inequities in the United
States.

Changing internal operations is complex and time consuming, as our findings have shown. As
complex is the process of engaging communities for which museums have not been all that
relevant, displaying a genuine commitment to equity and inclusion, and building trust with diverse
populations. Audiences in La Placa Cohen’s Culture Track ‘17 study identified as the number one
barrier to cultural participation that “It’s not for someone like me.” People of color are 82 percent
more likely than white audiences to avoid cultural organizations because activities fail to reflect a
range of cultural backgrounds.[10]

While there is no panacea to make the field more diverse and representative of national and local
populations, these case studies suggest that museum leaders and their teams are energetically
pursuing new approaches to enhancing the values of equity, diversity, and inclusion both within the
museum walls and among the communities they seek to engage. We hope these studies will
catalyze new strategies and efforts as museums learn from their peers and consider their own
environmental and organizational landscapes.

 

Endnotes
[1] The Art Museum Staff Demographic Survey can be found here:
https://mellon.org/programs/arts-and-cultural-heritage/art-history-conservation-
museums/demographic-survey/.

[2] The Case Studies in Museum Diversity can be found at the following websites: Ithaka S+R:
http://www.sr.ithaka.org/landing/case-studies-in-museum-diversity/; Andrew W. Mellon Foundation:
https://mellon.org/resources/news/articles/case-studies-museum-diversity/; Association of Art
Museum Directors: https://aamd.org/our-members/from-the-field/case-studies-in-museum-
diversity.

[3] We could not have completed this project without the early vision and steadfast support of
Mariët Westermann and the thoughtful engagement that she, along with Alison Gilchrest and
Johnnetta Cole, provided at every stage of the project. We would also like to thank the following
individuals who were critical to development and execution of this project: Christine Anagnos,
Alison Wade, Stephanie Yao, Anne Pasternak, David Berliner, Thelma Golden, Evans Richardson,
Patrick Moore, Danielle Linzer, Michael Govan, Hilary Walter, Salvador Salort-Pons, Madeleine
Grynsztejn, Naomi Beckwith, Marissa Reyes, Andrea Barnwell, Bill Arning, Sam Smith, and
Kimberly Lutz, as well as all who gave their time, through interviews or otherwise, without whom
this project could not have been realized.

[4] While there is a high degree of geographic variety among participants, all museums that met
the criteria of having at least 25 percent of the intellectual leadership positions held by people of
color were in highly diverse urban centers.

[5] We focused on race and ethnicity as a metric for measuring diversity for two reasons: (1) In the
2015 art museum demographic study, we received substantive data for the race/ethnicity variable,
unlike other measures such as LGBTQ+ and disability status, which are not typically tracked by
human resources systems, and (2) in the study we found ethnic and racial identification to be the
variable for which the degree of homogeneity was related to the “intellectual leadership” aspect of
employment (i.e., curator, conservator, educator, senior administrator). We also found in the
survey that the field was majority female – 60 percent – and that intellectual leadership positions
were roughly the same ratio. Therefore, our research framework was more oriented toward
racial/ethnic inequities than gender inequities. Over the course of the project, the Harvey
Weinstein scandal and #MeToo movement have highlighted persistent gender inequities that exist
in the workplace across many sectors, including the cultural sector. More research is needed to
understand the implications of these abuses.

We are also alert to issues of accessibility, and although it was not foregrounded in our original
project plan we hope to address these questions in more depth in future projects. Some findings
on accessibility issues can be found in the following case studies: Liam Sweeney, with Katherine
Daniel, “At Fifty, Remodeling for Equity: MCA Chicago,” Ithaka S+R,June 7, 2018,
https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.307510; Liam Sweeney, “Pipelines and Inroads: The Andy Warhol
Museum,” Ithaka S+R, January 23, 2018, https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.306188.

[6] Danielle Linzer, Room to Rise: The Lasting Impact of Intensive Teen Programs in Art Museums
(New York: Whitney Museum of American Art, 2015).

[7] “Salary Survey,” Association of Art Museum Directors, July 3, 2017,  https://www.aamd.org/our-
members/from-the-field/salary-survey.

[8] William H. Frey, Diversity Explosion: How New Racial Demographics Are Remaking America
(Washington, D.C.: The Brookings Institution Press, 2018).

[9] Raj Chetty, Nathaniel Hendren, Maggie R. Jones, and Sonya R. Porter, “Race and Economic
Opportunity in the United States: An Intergenerational Perspective,” NBER Working Paper No.
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Kendi: Racism is about power and
policy, not people

On Dec. 2, author and historian Ibram X. Kendi made the case that much of the

conventional thinking around racism misses the point. First and foremost, he

argued, it is power and policy, and not people, that keep racism firmly

entrenched in society.

During an online conversation sponsored by the Yale Alumni Association and

the university’s Belonging at Yale initiative, Kendi began by confronting the

notion of what makes a person “racist.” 

Racism has long been understood as part of a person’s identity, said Kendi,

author of the New York Times bestselling book “How to Be An Antiracist,”

professor, and founding director of the Antiracist Research and Policy Center at

American University. So, he noted, if someone supports a policy disenfranchising

Black voters, and is called out, their typical response is “I’m not racist.”

“They understand ‘racist’ and ‘not racist’ as fixed categories,” he said. “‘This is

who I am.’”

Rather, argued Kendi, the term “racist” should

instead be understood as a descriptor. “It

literally describes what a person is being in any

given moment, based on what they are saying

or not saying, doing or not doing.”

Similarly, he said, “in order to be anti-racist, we

have to express ideas of racial equality. We

have to support policies that are leading to

racial equity. We have to challenge ideas that

there’s something wrong with Latinx people, we

have to challenge policies that are

dispossessing Native land.” 

The event, which drew more than 1,000 respondents, was moderated

by Matthew Frye Jacobson, the William Robertson Coe Professor of American

Studies & History and professor of African American Studies.

For too long, Kendi told the audience, society’s understanding of racism has

focused on the perpetrators rather than the victims. “We should be outcome-

centered and victim-centered,” he said. “If a policy is leading to racial injustice, it

doesn’t really matter if the policymaker intended for that policy to lead to racial

injustice. If an idea is suggesting that white people are superior, it doesn’t really

matter if the expressor of that idea intended for that idea to connote white

superiority.”

If we train our focus on outcomes and victims, Kendi said, “intention will become

irrelevant.”

During the conversation, Kendi shared how

even he had internalized conventional

assumptions about race. As a high school

senior, he delivered a Martin Luther King, Jr.

Day speech in which he blamed Black people

for racial problems. 

“I had consumed many of the mainstream

bipartisan, interracial ideas that there was

something wrong with Black youth,” he said.

“That Black youth were not valuing

education… that Black youths’ hip-hop was ruining their minds and making them

sexual and dangerous. That Black youth were having too many babies. That

Black youth were ‘super predators.’ That we needed to mass incarcerate these

folks who were a menace to society.”

A year later, as a first-year student at Florida A&M University, he began to hear

first-hand stories of Black voter disenfranchisement during the 2000 U.S.

election. “Those stories for the first time allowed me to see that maybe Black

people were not the problem,” Kendi said. 

To eliminate racism, Kendi told the audience, people have to understand where it

comes from. Many people have taken for granted that “the cradle of racism” is

ignorance and hate. If that’s the case, he said, it would stand to reason that once

people are better educated, racist policies would end. But what if, he argued, the

perpetrators of racist policies already know what you are trying to teach them?

What if they are instituting those voter suppression policies out of self-interest?

Education, he said, is essential. But, he added, “How do we make education

transformative? How do we create an education that would allow people to see

that indeed the problem is not ‘those people,’ [that] the problem is power and

policy? Then, how do we educate those people to challenge and disrupt power

and policy? All of that is critical.” 

Kendi’s next book, “Four Hundred Souls: A Community History of African

America, 1619-2019,” co-edited with Keisha N. Blain, will be published in February

2021. 
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economic, technological, and demographic change. Our work also aims to broaden access to
higher education by reducing costs and improving student outcomes.

Our work Publications About Contact us

In the News Blog People Careers

Events Newsletters Email Updates

  
Ithaka S+R is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit
organization helping the academic community use
digital technologies to preserve the scholarly record and
to advance research and teaching in sustainable ways.

©2000-2021 ITHAKA. All Rights Reserved.

6 East 32nd Street, 10th Floor, New York, NY 10016  212.500.2355  ithakasr@ithaka.org Privacy Policy  Cookie Policy

24441, doi:10.3386/w24441.

[10] Significantly, it is not the lack of representation of their own identity that they find off-putting,
but rather the lack of a variety of backgrounds.
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Continuum on Becoming an Anti-Racist Multicultural Organization 
MONOCULTURAL ==>  MULTICULTURAL ==>  ANTI-RACIST ==> ANTI-RACIST MULTICULTURAL  

Racial and Cultural Differences Seen as Deficits ==> Tolerant of Racial and Cultural Differences ==> Racial and Cultural Differences Seen as Assets 
 Exclusive  

 
An Exclusionary    

Institution 

2. Passive  
 

A "Club"   
Institution 

3. Symbolic Change  
 

A Compliance 
Organization 

4. Identity Change  
 

An Affirming 
Institution 

5. Structural Change   
 

A Transforming   
Institution 

6. Fully Inclusive   
Anti-Racist Multicultural 

Organization in a 
Transformed Society 

• Intentionally and 
publicly excludes or 
segregates African 
Americans, Native 
Americans, Latinos, and 
Asian Americans  

• Intentionally and 
publicly enforces the 
racist status quo 
throughout institution  

• Institutionalization of 
racism includes formal 
policies and practices, 
teachings, and decision 
making on all levels  

• Usually has similar 
intentional policies and 
practices toward other 
socially oppressed 
groups such as women, 
gays and lesbians, Third 
World citizens, etc.  

• Openly maintains the 
dominant group’s power 
and privilege 

• Tolerant of a limited 
number of “token” 
People of Color and 
members from other 
social identify groups 
allowed in with "proper" 
perspective and 
credentials. 

• May still secretly limit or 
exclude People of Color 
in contradiction to public 
policies  

• Continues to 
intentionally maintain 
white power and 
privilege through its 
formal policies and 
practices, teachings, and 
decision making on all 
levels of institutional life  

• Often declares, "We 
don't have a problem."  

• Monocultural norms, 
policies and procedures 
of dominant culture 
viewed as the “righ” 
way” business as usual” 

• Engages issues of 
diversity and social 
justice only on club 
member’s terms and 
within their comfort 
zone. 

• Makes official policy 
pronouncements 
regarding multicultural 
diversity  

• Sees itself as "non-
racist" institution with 
open doors to People of 
Color  

• Carries out intentional 
inclusiveness efforts, 
recruiting "someone of 
color" on committees or 
office staff  

• Expanding view of 
diversity includes other 
socially oppressed 
groups  

 
But… 

• "Not those who make 
waves"  

• Little or no contextual 
change in culture, 
policies, and decision 
making  

• Is still relatively unaware 
of continuing patterns of 
privilege, paternalism 
and control  

• Token placements in 
staff positions: must 
assimilate into 
organizational culture 

• Growing understanding 
of racism as barrier to 
effective diversity  

• Develops analysis of 
systemic racism  

• Sponsors programs of 
anti-racism training  

• New consciousness of 
institutionalized white 
power and privilege  

• Develops intentional 
identity as an "anti-
racist" institution  

• Begins to develop 
accountability to racially 
oppressed communities  

• Increasing commitment 
to dismantle racism and 
eliminate inherent white 
advantage  

• Actively recruits and 
promotes members of 
groups have been 
historically denied 
access and opportunity 

But… 

• Institutional structures 
and culture that maintain 
white power and 
privilege still intact and 
relatively untouched  

• Commits to process of 
intentional institutional 
restructuring, based upon 
anti-racist analysis and 
identity  

• Audits and restructures 
all aspects of 
institutional life to 
ensure full participation 
of People of Color, 
including their world-
view, culture and 
lifestyles  

• Implements structures, 
policies and practices 
with inclusive decision 
making and other forms 
of power sharing on all 
levels of the institutions 
life and work  

• Commits to struggle to 
dismantle racism in the 
wider community, and 
builds clear lines of 
accountability to racially 
oppressed communities  

• Anti-racist multicultural 
diversity becomes an 
institutionalized asset  

• Redefines and rebuilds 
all relationships and 
activities in society, 
based on anti-racist 
commitments  

• Future vision of an 
institution and wider 
community that has 
overcome systemic 
racism and all other 
forms of oppression. 

• Institution's life reflects 
full participation and 
shared power with 
diverse racial, cultural 
and economic groups in 
determining its mission, 
structure, constituency, 
policies and practices  

• Members across all 
identity groups are full 
participants in decisions 
that shape the institution, 
and inclusion of diverse 
cultures, lifestyles, and 
interest  

• A sense of restored 
community and mutual 
caring  

• Allies with others in 
combating all forms of 
social oppression  

• Actively works in larger 
communities (regional, 
national, global) to 
eliminate all forms of 
oppression and to create 
multicultural 
organizations. 

© Crossroads Ministry, Chicago, IL: Adapted from original concept by Bailey Jackson and Rita Hardiman, and further developed by Andrea Avazian and Ronice 
Branding; further adapted by Melia LaCour, PSESD. 



HUMAN RESOURCES

Hiring Tips to Create Value and Inclusion for all Disciplines in
Museums
Posted on Mar 29, 2019

A museum human resources leader wants the field to value all staff positions equally and see the
opportunities they represent for diversity. Photo credit: Kevin Harber on Flickr. CC BY-NC-ND 2.0.

   

Ayanna Reed, Director of Human Resources, Oakland Museum of California

There are qualified and diverse candidates out there who may not be aware that museums
are a sustainable career option for them—itʼs our job as a field to recruit and retain this
virtually untapped market. One important way to achieve this is to highlight that museums
offer careers in a range of disciplines, all equally valuable as career opportunities. These vast
disciplines include and extend beyond the curatorial roles most people associate with

Logout



museums, and reinforcing this can attract diverse talent whose skills are in other areas. We in
the field thank the Mellon Foundation for highlighting through its surveys the need to diversify
the curatorial field and other more traditional museum roles, and would like to showcase all
the other positions that support museums and present an opportunity for this diversity.  Here
are some tips for hiring with this mindset:

1. Invest in the fundamentals. Do you recognize and validate the diversity of career
paths and skills across your institution (i.e. Facilities, Human Resources, Finance,
Information Technology, Marketing & Communications, Administration, Security, etc.)?

It takes all functions to keep a museum running and to provide a safe and welcoming space
for staff and visitors. There are many roles and skill sets in the museum world that are
sometimes undervalued because they fall outside of the “curatorial sphere,” but these same
roles and skill sets are highly valued by other fields that we compete with for talent, and with
a current unemployment rate of less than four percent in the U.S. we are in a competitive
talent market. If weʼre going to attract strong, diverse candidates to fill all of the roles in our
institutions, we need to shift our language and recruitment practices to ensure that non-
curatorial roles are not positioned or understood, either implicitly or explicitly, as secondary to
content-related roles. A few ways to do this include: ensuring these roles are hired into your
organizations; placing these positions in leadership roles; and paying equitable wages based
on the knowledge, skills, and abilities required for the position combined with market rate
pay, in alignment with your organizational budget.

2. Evaluate your education requirements. Do you require a masterʼs degree as a point
of entry for your “professional” roles?

While specific degrees are important in some functions, consider a vast array of degrees and
majors for positions where this is not true; determine if college degrees or beyond are a true
requirement for the position in lieu of experience. Consider depth of experience in a similar
role, or transferrable skills and competencies that can open the doors for diversity of thought
within the organization. To help eliminate barriers, remove the educational requirements for
positions where it is not required.

3. Focus job requirements on transferable skills, not just demonstrated museum
experience.

To expand museum opportunities to a more diverse population, the field can look at the



knowledge, skills, abilities and previous experience highlighted on a candidateʼs resume.
Requiring previous museum-specific experience limits the ability for a wider array of
individuals to apply for positions. Consider recruiting from the hospital or hotel industries for
roles in customer service, sales, and facilities, for instance. These populations work in
environments that expect high standards of customer service, have diverse clientele, and
have high-volume visitation.

4. Evaluate the titles of your positions. Museum and non-profit titles can be very
specific or highlight characteristics of the person and not the position. Consider using
more universal position titles when you post for positions externally.

By using more universal position titles for postings, you will expand the reach to individuals
who may have never considered working for a museum. Using more universal titles in
conjunction with internal titles will attract individuals not familiar with museum-specific
language, such as philanthropy instead of development, exhibit builder instead of preparator,
or customer service & sales associate instead of visitor experience associate. Remove titles
like “diversity intern” and limit naming positions after their funders if you want the role
integrated into your organization. Titling an employeeʼs position with the name of a funder
(with limited exceptions) or by pointing out the need for a diversity-specific position does not
typically provide a welcoming environment where the employee feels like a complete member
of the team based on their experience or ability to contribute to the organization. It often
emphasizes that the person is there short-term, or for a particular project or program, and
people may not invest the time and resources to truly engage them and help them grow.
Invest in grant-funded positions, fellowships, and internships like you would invest in any
staff member, as they are ambassadors and can create transformational leadership at all
levels.

These few tips can enhance opportunities related to recruitment, inclusion, and retention in
museums.

About the author:

As Oakland Museum of Californiaʼs Director of Human Resources, Ayanna Reed brings more
than 20 years of experience in human resource management. Prior to joining OMCA, she
served as the Human Resource and Facilities Manager and Interim Director of Human
Resources for the San Francisco AIDS Foundation. She is currently the President of the Board
of the Northern California Chapter of the National Association of African Americans in Human
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The essential new hire  
checklist for managers 
 

Congratulations! If you are reviewing this manager checklist, 

it’s likely because a new teammate has joined your 

organization. Providing new employees with the right tools, 

communication and a smooth onboarding experience is 

essential in laying the foundation for a successful experience 

on your team. 

 

In fact, a positive orientation can make all the difference in 

your company’s retention rates, as more than half of 

voluntary turnover happens within 6 months of new hire’s 

start date. Use this checklist as a handy guide to ensure 

you’ve covered the bases of everything a new hire will need 

to know in their first week through their first 90 days. While 

we are using best practices gleaned from hundreds of 

businesses, you should tailor this template based on your 

organization’s needs. You can also access an Excel version 

of this template here. 
 

Check Lists  
PG 2 – Two weeks prior to start date 
PG 3 – One week prior to start date 
PG 4 – First day checklist 
PG 6 – First week checklist 
PG 7 – First 30 days check-in  
PG 8 – First 90 days check-in 

 
 
 
  



Two weeks prior to start date 
Depending on the size of your organization, the following tasks may fall into your court or HR’s. 
Regardless, be sure to have this information collected prior to your new hire’s first day to ensure you have 
the required documentation and can streamline applicable benefits and payroll. 

 

Offer letter and employment agreement  
 Offer letter sent and signed (confirm start date and salary) 

 Background check completed (Learn more on background checks here) 

 Employment agreement signed  

 Drug screening passed (if applicable) (Learn more about drug screening tests here) 

Employment details  
 Employee contact information (address, cell, in case of emergency contact info)  

 Obtain an employer identification number (EIN)  

 W-4 Federal Tax Withholding Form 
 W-4 State Tax Withholding Forms 

 Employee I-9 form complete (confirms worker’s eligibility to work in the U.S.) 

Verification documents can include:  

▪ Unexpired U.S. passport or passport card  

▪ Unexpired temporary resident card  

▪ Unexpired employment authorization card  

▪ Unexpired temporary resident card 

 Submit employee information to State New Hire Reporting Agency 

 Equal Opportunity Data From (Only needed for companies with more than 100+ employees. This 
varies depending on if your company handles federal contracts.)  

 Direct deposit form  

 Employee benefits enrollment forms  

 Employee handbook review 

 Policy documents handled (i.e. NDA or non-compete)  
 

 
Pro Tip — It can be quite daunting to collect and store the above information in an organized and 
compliant fashion. Learn how Zenefits’ all-in-one People Platform collects, stores and manages all HR 
related information so you can get back to doing the work that you love.  
 

  



One week prior to start date 
Even though your hire hasn’t officially started, the week prior to their start date represents a critical prep 
time. This is when you’ll build your schedule, begin building rapport and communication with their future 
colleagues, and provision the tools they’ll need to have a fast and lasting impact. 

 

Set a meeting schedule 
 New hire training or onboarding (if applicable, connect with HR to ensure your new hire is 

included in their plans) 

 Check-ins with your broader team to get introduced and connect on joint initiatives 

 Check-ins with leadership to touch base and say welcome  

 Cross-functional partners  

Pro Tip — Reflect on the responsibilities of your new hire and brainstorm who will be key 
collaborators in their day to day. Set these meetings up early so your existing team has time to 
prepare. 

Provision required tools and equipment 
 Computer and equipment (keyboard, mouse, monitor if applicable)  

 Email account set up  

 Add to appropriate email alias groups  

 Add to company calendar and relevant recurring meetings 

 Badge for building and office access (if applicable)  

 Grant access to tools and systems (passcodes and/or accounts) 

Pro Tip — Whether this action falls into your court or HR’s, be sure to be thinking about integral 
tools early on. System access can take time, and you want to ensure early access so your new 
hire feels productive on day one.  

Send new hire welcome email 
 Prepare and send new hire welcome email  

(more information on new employee email available here) 

 Date and time of arrival  

 What to bring 

 Parking and building access 

 Who to ask for upon arrival 

 Dress code or appropriate attire 

 Office map and directions for how to enter your office 

 Attach employee handbook (employee handbook template available here)  
 



First day checklist 
A first day on the job is like any other first meeting – first impressions matter! By taking the time to go 
through the following, you’ll lay a strong foundation for a great chapter with your team. Be friendly, 
organized, and efficient in your schedule – get started with the below.  

 

 Clean and set up desk or work space 
 Collect swag (if applicable) and include on desk or station setup. New hires love sporting new 

company gear!  

 Arrange applicable equipment (computer, mouse, keyboard etc.) 

 Introduce your team  
Pro Tip — If you can get everyone together for a team meeting, play a friendly ice breaker. This 
can ease tension and allow your group to get to know one another without the stress of 
completing a task or deadline.  

 Host your first check-in to go over: 
 The week’s agenda 

 Their role and key responsibilities  

Pro Tip — This is a good time to give them a first assignment that they can be thinking about as 
connections are made.  

 Typical expectations about work hours, procedures for overtime, use of flexible work policies, 
vacation and sick leave 

 Take an office tour and highlight: 
 Fire exits  

 Fire extinguisher 

 Bathrooms  

 Stations for clocking in/clocking out (if applicable) 

 Smoking areas or smoking restrictions (if applicable) 

 First aid areas  

 Supervisor’s office  

Pro Tip — As you tour with your new hire, be sure to make introductions in person. It’s always 
easier to draw connections in real life versus email — creating community is key to retention!  

 Other locations as they relate to safety procedures 
  



First day check list continued 
Technology 

 Review how to operate telephone systems  

 Note who to contact for repairs or IT support  

 Arrange training dates for any new or unfamiliar technologies 

 Required access codes (if applicable)  

 Point of sale and scheduling software 

 Customer relations training 

 How to log time and attendance for hourly workers (if applicable) 

 Scheduling procedures and timelines (how to request change in schedule or shifts)  

 Schedule 30-Day check-in session 

Introduce company culture 
 Assign a buddy 

 Coordinate a welcome lunch  

 Compile company information including values, mission, neighborhood or area map, contact 
information etc.  

 Review organizational and reporting structure 

 Explain dress code 

 Review social media policy (if applicable) 

 Create a list of who’s who so your new hire knows who they’ll be working with 
 
 
  



First week checklist 
Use the first week to ensure the proper policies and procedures are learned and absorbed, and to check 
in that your new hire is getting introduced to the culture and the tools they need. 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 Safety training 

 Sexual harassment training 

 Job training 

 OSHA compliance training (if applicable)  

 Review of employee handbook and guidelines 

 Review of expense policy 

 Review of HR point of contact and how to:  

▪ Request support 

▪ File a complaint 

▪ Navigate employee concerns 

 Familiarity and comfort with role expectations and responsibilities 

 Familiarity with navigating point of sale software, time and attendance procedures 
 
 
  



First 30 days check-in  
After a month, you and your new employee will have a better grasp on the workplace and working 
relationships. This is an important time to check in and review assignment completion, any blockers and 
needs for both employer and employee. 

 
 

 Review and record what’s working well 

 Review and record what’s not working well or needs attention 

 Review performance with day-to-day systems and address any concerns 

 Ensure employee has all necessary equipment, tools or resources required 

 Examine first project or work product 

 Solicit feedback from relevant managers and colleagues 

 Solicit feedback on their onboarding experience and what went well and what could use more 
attention (and use for future onboarding!)  

 Schedule 90 day check-in meeting 
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We’re Not That  
 Hard to Find:  
     Hiring Diverse  
       Museum Staff 

Guidelines to implement  
change in your museum  
and identify a pipeline of  
diverse employees.  
By Joy Bailey-Bryant 

In 2015, the Mellon Foundation released a report that stirred con
versation among many cultural workers of color—not because the 
data was shocking, but because it supported the experiences of 
many. The study, which quantified the demographic reality of the 
museum workforce, enumerated the long-felt absence of people 
of color occupying or in the pipeline for high-level positions in 
museums, particularly art museums. Here was the quantifiable 
data, undeniable truth of what workers of color noticed every day. 
It was both affirming to have evidence and disheartening to see 
that conversations started years ago and actionized in documents 
such as AAM’s 1992 publication Excellence and Equity had had 
virtually no lasting effect. 

The conversation spread throughout the country. In 
Washington, DC, at the 2016 AAM Annual Meeting & 
MuseumExpo, I moderated a panel on the topic. The discussion 
brought together colleagues Omar Eaton-Martinez, intern and 
fellows program manager at the Smithsonian’s National Museum 
of American History; Tracy Lauritzen Wright, director of mu
seum partnerships and compliance at the National Civil Rights 
Museum; and Sheila McDaniel, deputy director of finance and 
operations at the Studio Museum in Harlem. 

We called the panel and the conversation “We’re Not That 
Hard to Find: Hiring Diverse Museum Staff ” because there are 
thousands of cultural workers of color, and many of them want to 



First 90 days check-in 
At this point, creating routine meetings to touch base on employee performance and contentment on the 
job are critical to retention. Give feedback on how your new hire has been performing and address the 
following: 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

Employee work performance 
 Are tasks completed on time?  

 Are tasks of quality?  

What needs improvement 
 Consider feedback from other employees and peers  

 Consider areas of opportunity to help enhance the employee’s performance  

What’s going well  
 Tease out a project that they’ve contributed to and highlight their success 

 Deliver positive feedback you’ve heard from others  

 Ask what they’ve enjoyed working on and weave it into their next 90 days 

A look at the next 90 days 
 What does the employee need to be aware of in the coming weeks and months?  

 Goal set for how to achieve maximum potential  

 Plan for deadlines, initiatives and imminent changes  
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work in or with mainstream organizations. We are 
here. Whether or not workers of color are given op
portunities to rise at cultural organizations depends 
on the answers to two key questions—the same as 
with all staff, by the way—what is the organizational 
or institutional will, and how does that play out in 
recruitment, hiring, and retention? 

Benefits of Diversity  
Diverse staff are valuable. As publicly funded 
institutions, museums have a responsibility to serve 
their communities. Fostering museums’ shift toward 
visitor-centric environments takes creativity and 
change; in turn, hiring diverse staff helps museums 
innovate and create, and ultimately changes the 
tenor of the stories we tell. 

Studies have identified the creative benefits 
of working in diverse environments. Scientific 
American has shown that diverse environments 
fuel creativity, diligence, and hard work. According 
to the McKinsey Foundation, gender diverse 
companies are 15 percent more likely to outperform 
competitors, and those that are ethnically diverse 
are 35 percent more likely to outperform. 

Here are a few guidelines to propel museum 
leadership forward with making change at their 
institutions. 

The Process of Change 
Some cultural institutions and  

museums, such as the Studio  
Museum in Harlem—one  

of the only art museums in  
the country with a mission  

centered on artists of the  
African Diaspora—have been  
working toward ensuring their  
workforce is diverse for years. As  
discussed by museum executive  

Sheila McDaniel, to make change,  
leadership must first examine the  

institutional will to tackle the issue of  
diversity. There are three basic com
ponents of institutional will: 
1.  Intention. Determine what the  
organization wants to do. Hopefully,  
recognizing that the world and our  
communities are diverse, your institu
tion is reflecting on the issue of work
force diversity and wants to make a  
change. But the reality is that execu
tive or deputy directors may have  
received a mandate requiring more  
diversity—whether because of expec
tations—or requirements—of state,  
local, or private funders. Regardless  
of the scenario, it is important to  

●

●● 

● 










look at the intentions and understand them. The 
organization needs to be clear about its underly
ing motivation for creating change. 

2.  Commitment. Once the museum has identified 
its intention, staff must then identify its commit
ment. Organizationally, you need to have a stra
tegic conversation about the degree to which you 
are committed to any initiative. Working toward 
diversifying your workforce is no different. 

3.  Action. Based on your intention and commit
ment, you can identify what you are going to do 
and how you will do it. Use your understood in
tention and commitment to the issue to evaluate 
your action plans. 
Following these three steps will allow you to 

address workforce concerns in your own context. 

Finding the Candidates 
Once institutions recognize the benefits of a diverse 
workforce, set their intention, and evaluate their 
commitment, the first step toward taking action 
is finding candidates. In a study conducted by the 
New York City Department of Cultural Affairs, 75 
percent of organizations cited a lack of diverse can
didates as a major challenge. While this may be the 
case in some communities, organizations need to 
commit to proactively identifying such applicants 
within the pool. Below are strategies for identifying 
and developing diverse candidates. 
●● Partner with educational institutions. Museums 

are places of learning. As such, they should part
ner with outside learning institutions to create a 
pipeline of staff. 

●● Get staff involved. Diversity already exists in 
your organization. Invite diverse staff into the 
process. Ask if they would be interested and able 
to assist in applicant searches. 

●● Maintain access to leadership training. With 
proper education, a frontline worker may become 
the next director of your institution. Empower 
those who enter the field—on all levels—with 
training, access to leadership, and opportunities 
for decision-making roles. 
Learn to read a resume. Work with institutional 
and educational partners to recognize social clues 
that applicants may have valuable experience. 
Perhaps an applicant has written articles or publi
cations on topics relevant to diverse collections or 
has worked with diverse organizations. 
Prefer paid internships over non-paid.  
Compensation allows people from all socioeco
nomic backgrounds to participate in museum 
internships and gain that all-important experi
ence. This will facilitate entry into an often closed 
profession and allow new connections to be cre
ated. There are some cultural organizations, such 
as the National Civil Rights Museum and Lord 
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Cultural Resources, that only offer paid intern
ships to ensure a more level pool of candidate 
interest and ability. 

●● Create an environment for experimentation.  
Give experiential learning space to sometimes 
get things wrong. Some call it room to try; pro
vide support for staff to make unconventional 
hiring decisions along with the training that may 
be necessary. 

●● Create mentorship relationships among staff.  
Many disdain the idea of an institutional mentor
ing program. However, such a program can create 
ties among different levels of staff that might 
not normally exist. This is especially important 
when hiring, training, and promoting diverse staff. 
Some bonds that may normally occur due to affili
ations—same alma mater, membership in similar 
organizations, familiar family background, etc.— 
may not be present. Reciprocal activity between 
emerging professionals and those further in their 
career will benefit both parties as they learn from 
each other. 

●● Cultivate relationships with the community and  
partners. It seems like a no-brainer, but many of 
your best staff will come from the areas right out
side your doors. Cultivate relationships with the 
community and partners in the area who would 
be interested in working with you. 

●● Access existing pools of candidates. Reach out 
to organizations such as Museum Hue, where 
there are existing pools of diverse job seekers. 

Starting at the Top 
An example of testing the institutional  
will from the very top—the board of direc-
tors—is offered by National Civil Rights  
Museum (NCRM) executive Tracy  
Lauritzen Wright. As a museum fo-
cused on a deeply diverse story—the  
African American struggle for civil  
and human rights—it is important  
for NCRM to have a board  
of directors that reflects the  
diversity of the community,  
even if the staff’s diversity is  
strong.  

When the National Civil  
Rights Museum at the Lorraine  
Motel in Memphis faced a rene-
gotiation of its lease agreement  
with the state of Tennessee, the  
museum identified two key   
internal issues:  
1. A gap in the operational budget: 

NCRM’s original agreement with  
the state of Tennessee required  
very little contribution by the  

state to the operation of the museum. 
2.  A lack of diversity on the board of directors. In 

communities where corporations may not have 
many people of color in leadership, diverse board 
presence can be a challenge. 

To secure new funding resources from the state 
(five percent of the operating budget), the museum 
established a memorandum of understanding. Part 
of the MOU stated that the board must be ethnically 
and socially diverse to match the Memphis commu
nity. Through setting this intention and committing 
fully to it, the museum has successfully diversified 
the board. 

To ensure the diversity is ongoing, the mu
seum has established a position on the board for 
a member of the American Federation of State, 
County, and Municipal Employees, AFSCME Local 
1733. This ensures a more diverse socioeconomic 
perspective—giving labor an active place at the 
table—while historically linking to the organiza
tion’s founding: Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was 
assassinated at the Lorraine Motel while visiting 
Memphis to support the sanitation workers’ strike. 
The museum also has a position on the board for a 
young person from the community. 

Moving Forward 
The diversity of museum professionals decreases 
further with specialism and seniority, with less than 

five percent of those in management posi

As managing director, Joy Bailey Bryant  
is responsible for the US operations  
of Lord Cultural Resources, a cultural  
consulting firm that provides strategic,  
business, and community engagement  
support to cultural institutions,  
municipalities, developers, and others.  
Rebecca Frerotte from Lord Cultural  
Resources provided valuable assistance  
in the research for this article.  

tions reflecting any type of diversity.  
There is no doubt that focusing on  

diversifying institutional and  
organizational leadership is  
ongoing and intentional. By  

examining your institutional  
will and earnestly following  

through with intention, commit-
ment, and action toward diverse  
leadership, you will be well on your  
way to success. 
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I’ve been wanting to write this article for a while now, but I have been struggling with

the content of this particular topic. In part, because it requires me to confront racism in

the museum, and my own complicity in shaping policies and hiring practices that have

unintentionally created barriers to entry for those of color and non-traditional

backgrounds. While non-intentional, this banal negligence, nevertheless, spills out into

every aspect of the museum and reinforces antiquated frameworks of restriction and

exclusion that have systematically denied women and people of color equal access to the

most fundamental of human dignities within the workplace. The ever-complicated

stratification system of museum staff, boards of directors, governors, members, donors,

and museum-goers complicates the policy-making process and traffics a reticent enemy:

racism; sexism; — exclusion.

Our work as museum employees often challenges our visitors to confront their own

discomfort, and even abetment on issues of race, gender, sexuality, violence, and

economic class. But how often do we, as museum staff, force ourselves to look inward

and confront our own discomfort with these topics in relation to how we conduct

ourselves in the museum workplace? We work tirelessly to make long invisible histories

visible for the public. But in our museum actions, work place practices, policy-making

procedures, hiring practices, staff training programs, membership strategies, and paths

to advancement, we continue to create barriers to entry in the field that overwhelmingly

Get started Open in app
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exclude a wide range of individuals and perspectives. In turn, this network of defense

systems secures a culturally curated, predominantly white, and often affluent — or

affluent adjacent — working population. This process of exclusion makes cultural

diversity and perspectives nearly invisible in our museum workplace and in the museum

work-product.

This article asks the museum community to look at their own complicity in building

infrastructures that prevent a wide range of people from participating in the museum

experience and that prevent women (in general) from entering the field, leading the

field, and staying in the field. Where are your institutions’ specific pinch-points of

restriction?

Here are just a few to consider…

Access to Education
Access to education disproportionately affects people of color and those outside of the

American middle- and upper-class systems and is a systemic issue that plagues all

American industries — not just museums. That said, working in the museum or

preservation fields often requires multiple higher degrees, which leaves most college

attendees swallowed in debt. It is this debt that is barrier number one for entering the

museum field.

One of the key elements of building and sustaining a diverse pipeline of applicants is

encouraging a wider range of students to enter the humanities fields while in high

school. The only way we can encourage this participation is by creating affordable

programs where graduates can enter the field without having to sustain crushing debt

following graduation. Because as every current museum staffer knows, museum jobs

don’t pay! If museums and high-schools, trade-schools, community colleges, and

universities, worked more closely together to build affordable programs for a wider-

range of students, then the museum applicant pool would be far more diverse than it is

today, and may well prove the museum and its contents far more relevant to the

communities it serves.

Language in Job Announcements
Not too long ago, a long-time friend of mine moved to Boston and started looking for a

job. I pointed him in the direction of museums because he has a rich background in
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education and thematic-curricular programing. Plus, I thought it would be a great way

for him to get to know his new city. After reading a few job postings though, he said,

“what on earth does that mean?”, pointing to the first few lines of a job description.

Riddled with buzz words and industry-speak, my friend said, “that type language is a red

flag for me. If the people there speak like this all the time, then that seems like they

might have unrealistic modes of communication, expectations, and are likely have a

toxic work environment as a result.” I was so embarrassed. In one job description and

new to the field, my friend was able to detect a strong undercurrent of exclusion in the

museum workplace.

My friend has years of teaching experience, two post-graduate degrees, and knows

American political history well — he would be an asset to any museum or historic site’s

education department. But one line repelled him. And it truly is the museum’s loss. How

many countless other qualified candidates who read museum job descriptions are put off

by the exclusionary and internalized rhetoric we use?

As heritage institutions, we also tend to use binary forms of gendered language in job

postings, which equally affects the applicant pool. One of the issues with gendered

language is that most people don’t recognize it when they see it — it’s a subtle nuance

that most people aren’t in tune with unless they are in a gender studies program or have

a personal connection to being excluded in this way (Baldwin and Ackerson 103).

According to the blog, Catalyst, the following words tend to reflect the accepted norms

of masculine behavior:

Dominant

Boasting

Determined

Lead

Challenging

Competition

Superior
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Decisive

Independently

Competitive

While the following list of words tends to represent more universally accepted female

characteristics, norms and tropes:

Committed

Connected

Cooperative

Dependable

Interpersonal

Loyal

Responsible

Supportive

Trust

Considerate

So, when a woman reads a job description that is riddled with the aforenoted masculine

traits, she is less likely to apply for the position — especially if she identifies keenly with

being feminine or female. The kicker is here is, that most leadership positions in the

museum field are peppered with langue like this and creates a barrier to entry for

anyone who does not identify with these masculine behavioral patterns. The same goes

for industry buzz words. All of this langue sends subtle messages about the internal

working culture of a museum office and their exclusionary behavioral practices. How do

you think someone who identifies as, “they” might respond to these types of job

descriptions? We’d likely miss out on their talents as well.
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Barrier by Omission
It is not uncommon for museums not to post a job when it becomes available. Instead, we

hire internally — cycling through the same outlooks and perspectives. I know this

process well, because I was hired from within following an internship, and the moment I

accepted the job, while non-intentional, it made me complicit in this type of hiring

practice. The museum that hired me in this way, was in the process of being accredited

by the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), which presumably would promote fair

and equitable hiring practices, but that’s not the reality of all AAM accredited museums

or their applicants. More often than not, internal candidates are given positions as they

become available, which makes it near impossible for qualified candidates to break into

the field.

Ok, so let’s say you’re privileged enough to make it through these first three barriers —

what happens next?

The (Not-So-Blind) Application Process
What’s in a name? Well, turns out, a lot! While the American Alliance of Museums has

gone to great lengths to address this issue and now abides by a blind application process,

the American museum industry, as a whole, does not abide by this kind of application

process. Which, leaves people of color and people of non-affluent means at a particular

disadvantage, further homogenizing the museum workforce. (quick aside. I’d like to

point out the exclusionary nature and the irony of some of AAM’s DEI articles — unless

you’re a paying member, you can’t read some of their articles on diversity, equity, and

inclusionary hiring practices).

The concept of fit is particularly troubling in the museum hiring process, because it

focus’ on whether or not one’s personality fits into to current office culture, rather than

the skillset for the open position. Those doing the interviewing tend to hire those that

are most reflective of themselves and the rest of the team.

Recent research has shown that the museum workforce is not reflective of the broader

multi-cultural diversity of the United States, and efforts are underway to change this.

But we’re not there yet.

Unpaid Internships
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In an interview with Sarah Cascone, writer at news.artnet.com, Michelle Millar-Fisher,

founder of Art + Museum, said this about unpaid internships: “When base salaries start

at nothing, it has a distinct trickle-up effect on the rest of the field, lowering wages and

depressing expectations around compensation as a whole […] Many of us were unpaid

interns at one point or another, and we know their tolls personally. The debts accrued

and savings delayed affect one’s entire career.”

And she’s right! Assuming one is privileged enough to attend college and take on large

swaths of debt, working in a museum also often requires that its workforce work for free

in the form of unpaid internships in the beginning of their careers. In order to be able to

work for free — especially after having taken on a significant amount of debt for school

— one must have access to outside sources of income to be able to meet the basic

standards of living. Because not everyone can afford to work for free, unpaid internships

filter out anyone of non-affluent means, and ultimately ensures a singularly wealthy,

white working population.

During this period of a museum worker’s career, they are often told that the benefit for

working for free is two-fold: 1) they are gaining experience that they would not

otherwise have the opportunity to earn, do to their lack of practical experience in the

field, and 2) they are being exposed to the inner-workings of the museum along with

having exposure to powerful people in the museum world. But, as the old adage goes,

people die of exposure. The body must be fed, clothed, and have a roof over its head,

access to healthcare, childcare (if needed), and reasonable sick leave. Interns, for the

most part, are not privy to these resources in the museum because they are not paid

workers. But then, paid workers aren’t always privy to these resources either.

Compensation
Ok, let’s say you made through the first four hurdles: you’ve taken on two post-graduate

degrees or certificates (or both!); you’ve successfully completed two or more

internships, flying through the initial application process, and now you’re finally ready

to start paying back those student loans and apply for your first paying museum job.

Stop right there. It is more than likely that A) you will not be able to pay off your student

loan debt working in a museum — prepare to have these loans for the rest of your life.

And, B) based on recent statistics put out by the nonprofit National Institute on

Retirement Security, if you are a woman (which, in the museum field, you likely are) by
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the end of your career, you will likely have earned 25% less than your male peers, who

by the way, are more than likely to be less qualified than you are. That’s right ladies!

Marry up, or have a sex-change, because in the 2019 museum world, your contribution

as woman is still not equal to a man’s and it will negatively impact you for the rest of

your life.

Pay equity becomes even more egregious when factoring in race and sexual orientation.

According to Joan Baldwin and Anne Ackerson:

“studies point to the fact that lesbian employees earn the same and sometimes more

than heterosexual women (which means they are still earning less than heterosexual

men) while women of color are frequently paid less than their Caucasian colleagues.

Transgender women — if they are hired at all — are the lowest on the salary food chain.

Some studies have shown that their wages were almost one third less than their

cisgender counterparts” (Baldwin and Ackerson 88).

All of these factors and more work together to weed out those who cannot afford a

multifaceted range of degrees and professional certificates.

So what’s the answer? How can we fix this? Conscious construction of policies and a

continuous willingness to accept that our overwhelming whiteness poses a threat to the

survival of relevancy for the museum in the modern American context. With every non-

inclusive policy we enact; with every rigid belief system that we give forbearance to, we

continue to chip away at the museum’s relevance to, and reflectiveness of, the

communities we are supposed to serve. It’s not all bad though, change is happening.

There’s just a lot more work for us to do!

Author’s note:

The American Alliance of Museums puts out a bi-annual report on museum salaries, and

does collect data based on race, gender, and sexual orientation. However, the 2017

National Comparative Museum Salary Survey costs $100 (or $20 if broken up into

sections) to gain access to this data. And rightly so. This kind of research needs

continuous funding! That said, as an independent museum professional, I cannot afford

these costs. For the purposes of this essay, I have used the 2014 dataset from this survey,
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published in the text, Women in the Museum: Lessons from The Workplace, written by

Joan Baldwin and Anne Ackerson.
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How to Make the Hiring Process Accessible
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The Employment Standard under the AODA states that employers must make the hiring process
accessible to applicants and candidates with disabilities. This may leave people wondering how to
make the hiring process accessible. Here we outline how employers can create accessible job
postings and provide interview accommodations.

How to Make the Hiring Process Accessible

Accessible Job Postings

Many job-seekers with disabilities look for jobs online. You can make your online job postings
accessible for people who use computers di�erently by ensuring that your business’s website
complies with WCAG 2.0 web accessibility standards for layout and content. Companies that comply
will ensure that more qualified candidates can find out about and apply for positions.

Distinguishing Essential and Non-Essential Responsibilities

When listing qualifications, you should list essential requirements separately from non-essential
requirements. People can better determine whether a job is the right fit for them if they know which
skills they must have and which skills might be helpful but are not necessary. For instance, many
postings ask that candidates be “team players”, an essential skill for some jobs but not others. This
requirement could prevent employers from hiring candidates who have all the core skills a posting
asks for but have di�iculty interpreting social cues.

Another example is postings that require each candidate to have a valid driver’s licence for jobs that
involve travelling. This requirement means that employers miss the chance to interview candidates
who do not drive but who are experienced at making alternative travel arrangements. Employers
who recognize at this stage which job tasks are essential will also be better prepared to
accommodate workers who need to trade non-essential tasks with colleagues, or workers who may
need to perform only the essential elements of their jobs during periods of stress or illness. Clarity
about which job skills are essential will bring you an applicant pool that is larger, more diverse, and
more used to thinking outside the box.
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Willingness to Accommodate and Contact Information

Your job posting should state that you welcome applications from people with disabilities. You
should also explain who applicants should contact if they need accommodations during the
application process. This person or department should be available through multiple
communication methods, such as phone and email. This is an easy way of how to make the hiring
process accessible.

Accessible Interviews

Accommodations people may request before interviews include:

An American Sign Language (ASL) interpreter

A quiet location

An interview scheduled during a time of day when the applicant is most focused or best able to
communicate

A location accessible for someone using a mobility device

Advance copies of interview questions

Good lighting

Seating arrangements where the candidate can see interviewers clearly

Communication

Applicants who communicate di�erently will let you know how they will do so. Some
communication styles and methods may include:

ASL interpretation

Speechreading

Using hearing aids or Assistive Listening Systems

Understanding straightforward language instead of figures of speech

Not making eye contact

Writing

Using Augmentative or Alternative Communication (AAC) devices

Some general tips to keep in mind:
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If you are wondering whether a candidate needs help at any stage of the interview process, ask.
The candidate may need help and explain what kind or the candidate may not need help.

Unless an applicant requests otherwise, speak at a normal pace and volume.

Speak to the applicant directly, not to a support person.

Do not touch a service animal or mobility device without its owner’s permission.

If an applicant does not know how much information to o�er in response to a question, let the
applicant know when you have received enough information or when you need more.

Accessible Interview Formats

Some applicants may request an alternative interview format, such as a telephone interview rather
than a face-to-face one, or an interview over Skype instead of the telephone. Applicants who have
di�iculty thinking and responding quickly may benefit from more time to formulate responses
during the interview. Applicants who have trouble answering hypothetical questions or interacting
socially might be best able to show their skills in other ways, such as written questionnaires, skills-
based tests, or simulations of job tasks.

Disclosure of Disability during Interviews

Interviewers cannot request a medical diagnosis. They also cannot ask questions about an
applicant’s disability unless a question relates to how an applicant would perform certain job tasks.
Applicants who disclose their disabilities before or during an interview may o�er information about
disability and accommodations, while others may focus on other aspects of their backgrounds, such
as previous work or educational experiences, that they feel are more relevant.

Employers who know how to make the hiring process accessible will have access to a greater pool of
qualified and eager applicants. They will also be able to hold successful interviews with workers who
choose not to disclose their disabilities, accommodate existing workers who develop disabilities and
do more business with customers or clients with disabilities.

Previous Post What is the Employment Standard? 
Next Post Disclosure of Disability in the Workplace
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