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Strategic Foresight Toolkit
from AAM’s Center for the Future of Museums
This new resource is packed with worksheets, games, and exercises, providing a 

comprehensive introduction to strategic foresight—a vital skill set that enables 

individuals and organizations to anticipate change, craft effective plans, and 

shape the future they want to see.

Use this toolkit for:

•	 Professional development
•	 Staff enrichment
•	 Board education
•	 Strategic planning
•	 Creative brainstorming sessions
•	 Building connection within teams 
•	 Livening up meetings

Strategic foresight provides a powerful 
assist to strategic planning, identifies 
critical risks and opportunities, and 
helps leaders avoid being blindsided by 
disruption. Develop “futures literacy” 
in yourself and your team to feed 
informed and thoughtful planning and 
decision-making.

S T R AT E G I C 
F O R E S I G H T
A  T O O L K I T

Nonmembers: $60 
AAM Members: $50

Get your toolkit today! Scan the code or visit: 
aam-us.org/strategic-foresight-toolkit

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/toolkits/strategic-foresight-toolkit


About the Center for  
the Future of Museums
The American Alliance of Museums’ Center for the 
Future of Museums (CFM) helps museums explore 
the cultural, political, and economic challenges 
facing society and devise strategies to shape a better 
tomorrow. CFM is a think tank and R&D lab for 
fostering creativity and helping museums transcend 
traditional boundaries to serve society in new ways. 
Find research, reports, blog content, and foresight 
tools at aam-us.org/cfm.

About the Author
Elizabeth Merritt is the Vice President for Strategic 
Foresight and Founding Director of the Center for 
the Future of Museums at the American Alliance 
of Museums. She studied ecology and evolution as 
an undergraduate at Yale and received her master’s 
degree in cell and molecular biology from Duke 
University. Her museum career has included 
working in a children’s museum as well as natural 
history and history museums. She is a graduate of the 
Getty Leadership Institute’s Museum Management 
Program and the Foresight Certificate program at 
the University of Houston. Prior to starting CFM, 
Elizabeth literally wrote the book on museum stan-
dards and best practices as Director of the Alliance’s 
accreditation and excellence programs. She considers 
this perfect preparation for her current role as agent 
provocateur—challenging museums to question as-
sumptions about traditional practice and experiment 
with new ways of doing business.
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In 2018, the exhibition “Carbon Ruins” at Lund University 
addressed the question “What would a museum of the 
fossil fuel age look like if we set it in a near future where 
we successfully transitioned away from fossil fuels?”

 H
åk

an
 R

öj
de

r

2 
 
TrendsWatch 2024 / aam-us.org

Cover: Our cover image 
was generated by the 
artificial intelligence 
platform Midjourney in 
response to the prompt 
“A landscape of modern 
wind generators and 
solar panels in the style 
of Hilma af Klint.”
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The Alliance wishes to thank our corporate partner, who 
has generously supported this year’s TrendsWatch:

“I always look forward to reading CFM’s annual TrendsWatch report as it provides a window into the world of what 
concerns museums most. The highlighted trends often provide a spotlight on current perils and exposures and 
thus potential helpful clues about how we need to modify risk management techniques to better serve the museum 
community.” —Joe Dunn, President & CEO, Huntington T. Block Insurance Agency, Inc.
Huntington T. Block Insurance manages AAM-recognized insurance programs, offering Museum Collections, 
Exhibitions & Temporary Loans/Fine Art; Property & Casualty; and Trustees/Directors & Officers Liability 
insurance. Each unique program strives to provide broad coverage at very competitive premiums with service from 
a knowledgeable and responsive team of risk professionals.
Aon Affinity Nonprofits is a brand name for the brokerage and program administration operations of Aon Affinity 
focused on the nonprofit sector. We specialize in developing, marketing, and underwriting customized insurance 
for nonprofit organizations. 
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SOCIAL MUSEUM TOOLKIT

Download your free digital copy of this resource developed by  
the Measurement of Museum Social Impact (MOMSI) initiative!

The toolkit—complete with resources, practical 
tips, templates, and insights from participating 
museums—offers a reliable framework for 
measuring a museum's social impact, as 
demonstrated through outcomes in these key areas:

>  Continuing learning and engagement
>  Enhancing health and well-being
>  Valuing diverse communities
>  Strengthening relationships

Scan the QR code
to learn more about the 
toolkit and exploring  
social impact  
measurement for 
museums!

Also available  
by visiting:  
bit.ly/social-impact-blog

Stay tuned for more resources 
from AAM to help you measure 
your museum’s social impact!

http://bit.ly/social-impact-blog


FUTURE OF 
MUSEUMS SUMMIT
OCTOBER 29-30, 2024

Connect with museum professionals around the world for  
the second Future of Museums Summit! With this Summit,  
we take the theoretical  framework from our annual 
forecasting report, TrendsWatch, even further. Join this 
virtual convening to gain tactical strategies and takeaways 
to plan for a brighter future for you, your museum, and your 
community. Stay tuned for additional details and registration!

Sign up for updates at summit.aam-us.org to ensure 
you don’t miss a thing.

4 TrendsWatch 2024 / aam-us.org

JUST RELEASED: 

Museum Board Leadership:  
A National Report 2024
We are proud to present the findings of a new national report on 
museum board leadership. This second edition of the report first fielded 
in 2017 finds noteworthy progress in recent years, as well as challenges 
to continued improvement in museum governance including board 
diversity. Each of the three sections—The People, The Work, and The 
Finances—presents key finding and resources to guide your progress on 
tasks ranging from diversifying your board to creating the core governing 
documents that undergird your museum’s stability.

Download your free copy today. Visit: bit.ly/2024-board-leadership

Report generously sponsored by Research conducted by 

d Leadership:
ort

http://summit.aam-us.org
http://bit.ly/2024-board-leadership
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FROM  
AAM

Ahead  
of Our Time
Welcome to the future, Museum read-
ers! This special issue of the magazine is dedicated 
to the latest edition of our Center for the Future 
of Museums’ annual TrendsWatch report, which 
shares trends emerging on the margins of our field 
that may become dominant in museum practice 
over time.

Using the methodology of strategic foresight, 
the report’s author, Elizabeth Merritt, identifies 
phenomena cropping up in her research, then works 
with museum experts to anticipate how those trends 
might impact the field as they develop. Through 
invaluable context-setting, cutting-edge examples, 
and incisive recommendations, TrendsWatch has 
for a decade running helped museums stay ahead 
of changes in society, such as QR codes and the 
“internet of things” (in the 2013 edition), big data 
and analytics (2014), and happiness and well-being 
as metrics of success (2016).

How we imagine the future depends a lot on 
what’s happening in the present, and as this year’s 
featured themes demonstrate, the present feels 
unstable. A new era of culture wars is unfolding, 
with cultural and educational institutions like 
museums caught in the middle, taking heat both for 
embracing and demurring on progressive stances. 
Dramatic advances in artificial intelligence technol-
ogy have made their way to market, trailing with 
them a morass of questions about misinformation, 
job security, and intellectual property. Meanwhile, 
record-breaking wildfires and temperatures have 

revealed the extent of the con-
tinuing climate crisis, urging 
us all to contemplate how 
we can reduce our carbon 
consumption.

This year’s TrendsWatch 
asks how we might emerge 
from the volatile future these 
trends present not just intact, 
but better for it. After all, a 
future-minded museum is one 
in touch with its community—
and poised to be a true commu-
nity resource. As the people around us navigate the 
destabilizing changes of the future, they will need 
solid information, ethical solutions, and models of 
resilience. The better we try to stay not just with but 
ahead of our time, the better we will be able to guide 
and partner with our communities, actualizing our 
purpose in society more than ever before.

Consider this issue your invitation to start think-
ing big about our future, what challenges and op-
portunities will come with it, and how we can shape 
it for the better. At the Alliance, we look forward to 
building it along with you.

10/23/2023

Brooke Leonard is the Interim CEO & Chief of Staff at the American Alliance of Museums.

Museum Bo   
A National R
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BY THE 
NUMBERS

Our Volatile 
World

Percentage of hours 
worked today that 

could be automated by 
2030 with the adoption 

of generative AI.

160
Educators fired 

for political 
reasons from 
2020–2022.

300 million
Current jobs that could be eliminated or 
diminished, globally, by generative AI.

The increase in global 
CO2 emissions since 

1970.

3.6 billion
People already 

living in areas highly 
susceptible to climate 

change.

Sources: Clockwise from top: McKinsey Global Institute, Generative AI and the Future of Work in America; Goldman Sachs; World Health Organization; Environmental 
Protection Agency; Washington Post analysis of news reports

https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi/our-research/generative-ai-and-the-future-of-work-in-america
https://www.key4biz.it/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Global-Economics-Analyst_-The-Potentially-Large-Effects-of-Artificial-Intelligence-on-Economic-Growth-Briggs_Kodnani.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-overview
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-overview
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2022/06/16/teacher-resignations-firings-culture-wars/
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17%
Segment of US adults 
who reported that they 
felt lonely “a lot of the 
day yesterday.” (That 

translates to 44 million 
American adults.)

Percent by which adults with physical 
health issues are more likely to be lonely 
than those with strong physical health.

2,571 
Unique book titles that 

were challenged or 
banned from US public 

and/or school libraries in 
2022.

53%
Portion of hiring 

managers reporting 
that in the past 

year their company 
eliminated the 

requirement for a 
bachelor’s degree 
in some or all roles 

where it is not 
essential.

Sources: Clockwise from top: Gallup National Health and Well-being Index, 2023; 2021 survey commissioned by Cigna Corporation and conducted by Morning Consult; 
Intelligent survey, 2023; American Library Association’s Office of Intellectual Freedom

https://news.gallup.com/poll/473057/loneliness-subsides-pandemic-high.aspx
https://newsroom.thecignagroup.com/loneliness-epidemic-persists-post-pandemic-look
https://www.intelligent.com/34-of-companies-eliminated-college-degree-requirements/
https://www.ala.org/bbooks/censorship-numbers


The Climate 
Museum in New 
York City.



Welcome to 
TrendsWatch
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Standing still is the fastest way 
of moving backwards in a rapidly 
changing world.

—Lauren Bacall

http://aam-us.org


HOW TO USE THIS REPORT
Use this edition of TrendsWatch as a catalyst for adapting to your museum’s rapidly changing environment:
•	What choices does your museum face regarding the utility and ethics of artificial intelligence?  

•	How can your museum reduce its carbon emissions and inspire the public to take action?

•	� When might your organization be caught up in the current culture wars, and how can you prepare 
strategies to respond?

•	� Who is currently excluded by your museum’s hiring processes, and could you diversify your applicant 
pool by dropping unnecessary degree requirements?

Each article includes a list of things museums might do to tackle these issues. Share this report with your 
students, clients, colleagues, staff, volunteers, and board of trustees to foster discussion about how your 
organization will cope with a volatile future. 

The theme of this year’s TrendsWatch 
report is volatility—strategic foresight parlance for 
the speed of change. That speed has been increasing 
exponentially in recent decades. Google’s director of 
engineering recently predicted that by 2041, we will be 
experiencing a year of change (by today’s standards) in 
three months, and by 2071, a year of change in 11 days. 
That’s the equivalent of 33 years of change in one year! 
The past 33 years gave us the World Wide Web, email, 
personal computers, and smartphones; we mapped the 
human genome and discovered how to edit individual 
genes. What will it be like to live through that amount 
of change in just one year? How can we make plans that 
can survive such rapid transformations?

On one hand, speed can be exhilarating. Open AI’s 
ChatGPT launched in November 2022; by January 
2023 it had 100 million active monthly global users. 
The user base is projected to grow to 117 million in 
the US alone by 2025. The technology is amazing: it 
empowers anyone to be an artist or a writer. It helps 
students apply to college, journalists draft stories, and 
architects model the mechanics of their creations. 
People hope it will make legal services more affordable, 
education more effective, and brain surgery more accu-
rate. On the surface, generative AI (GenAI) seems like 
another example of triumphant progress, promising to 
improve our lives as profoundly as penicillin. 

But volatility has another connotation as well, not 
just rapid but also unpredictable change, often for the 
worse. It may be thrilling to go fast, but the prospect 
of rocketing into the future at warp speed, veering 

erratically, bouncing off obstacles, is terrifying. GenAI 
is already disrupting whole industries, competing with 
illustrators, writers, and journalists and displacing 
4,000 jobs a month. Goldman Sachs estimates that 
globally, 300 million current jobs are at risk of being 
automated by AI. In October 2023, the head of the 
Securities and Exchange Commission, testifying before 
the House Financial Services Committee, warned that, 
absent regulation, it is “nearly unavoidable” that AI will 
cause a massive financial crisis in the next decade. But 
that regulation will be hard to implement since the SEC 
is designed to oversee individual organizations and 
brokers, not the underlying systems, including AI algo-
rithms, on which these entities rely. Creating effective 
guardrails for emerging technologies may require us to 
fundamentally reshape our regulatory infrastructure.

That’s a second, underlying theme of this report: the 
need to reexamine and reinvent a lot of systems that 
shape our lives, systems that may have worked more or 
less well for a couple hundred years but now teeter on 
the edge of failure. Technology, combined with cultural, 
environmental, and financial stressors, has widened the 
partisan divide to the point where approximately 40 
percent of all voters, Republican and Democrat, believe 
that the other side is so extreme that it would be OK to 
use violence to prevent them from achieving their goals. 
The same study found a significant share of respondents 
expressing doubts about the future of democracy and 
even the United States as it is currently composed. Will 
we need to reform our civic infrastructure if democracy 
is to survive?

10 
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https://medium.com/accelerated-intelligence/google-director-of-engineering-this-is-how-fast-the-world-will-change-in-ten-years-6f1e653b5374
https://medium.com/accelerated-intelligence/google-director-of-engineering-this-is-how-fast-the-world-will-change-in-ten-years-6f1e653b5374
https://www.forbes.com/sites/tracybrower/2023/07/09/ai-will-change-your-work-significantly-heres-how-to-respond/?sh=3e811f302e9b
https://omscgcinc.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/The-Challenger-Report-May23.pdf
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/center-for-politics-study-indicates-many-americans-favor-actions-that-challenge-constitutional-bounds-to-serve-partisan-aims/
https://centerforpolitics.org/crystalball/center-for-politics-study-indicates-many-americans-favor-actions-that-challenge-constitutional-bounds-to-serve-partisan-aims/


Emissions from over 200 years of reliance on fossil 
fuels have resulted in temperatures increasing more in 
the past 50 years than any 50-year period in the past two 
millennia. This astounding rate of change challenges 
our ability to respond: we have been unable to invent, 
test, and implement solutions fast enough to keep global 
CO2 below critical levels. At the same time, we have to 
deal with the literal volatility of the climate crisis. Last 
year was the hottest on record, with four months in 
a row of record-breaking temperatures and the skies 
blanketed by the smoke of nearly 46 million acres burn-
ing across Canada—nine times the historical average. 
While some believe that technology can save us, it’s clear 
that even with the best technologies, we will need to eat 
less meat, travel less often, and take up less space (in our 
homes and on the planet) to stick to a strict carbon diet.

Does all this seem intimidating? It does to me. One 
comforting thought: humans are supremely adaptable to 
change. Our great grandparents may have been terrified 
to hurtle down the highway at 75 mph—now we are so 
blasé about that speed we have to be reminded to keep 
both hands on the wheel (and thumbs off our phones). 
So maybe by the time humans reach 33 years of change 
in one year, this volatility will seem normal.

Another important thing to keep in mind: while 
some of this acceleration is beyond the control of any 
one individual, organization, or country, there are 

things we can do to apply the brakes. We can take the 
time to savor the process of putting words on paper 
rather than using AI to generate our correspondence. 
We can choose to challenge the supremacy of efficiency 
and value the benefits of measured, thoughtful collabo-
ration. Museums, as cultural influencers, can offer their 
communities a place to slow down and decompress. 
They can ally with the movements promoting slow art, 
slow tourism, and slow food. And we can remind each 
other that we don’t have to go fast just because we can. 

In the face of a volatile future, it’s critical to cul-
tivate what Dr. Jane McGonigal, of the Institute for 
the Future, calls “urgent optimism”: the desire to act 
immediately to tackle an obstacle, combined with the 
belief that we have a reasonable hope of success. I hope 
this report will foster that hope and leave you feeling 
empowered to make a difference.

Yours from the future,

Elizabeth Merritt 

Vice President, Strategic Foresight, and Founding 
Director, Center for the Future of Museums, 
American Alliance of Museums

WHAT IS TRENDSWATCH?
TrendsWatch is the annual forecasting report produced by the Center for the Future of Museums, the American 
Alliance of Museums’ think tank and idea laboratory for the museum field. Each edition is built on a year’s worth of 
scanning and analysis of news, research, and conversations. The report goes out to members and subscribers as 
the January/February issue of Museum magazine, and a PDF version is released on the AAM website at the end 
of March. You can find dozens of embedded links to original sources for the information referenced in this text in 
the digital issue of Museum and in the PDF.

The text for this report was written by CFM’s director, Elizabeth Merritt, with input and advice from many people 
inside and outside the museum sector. (See page 1 for the list of people who reviewed and commented on the 
articles.) We encourage you to join this conversation. Please share your thoughts and questions by:

•	Joining the Future of Museums Community on AAM’s Museum Junction discussion forum.

•	Submitting guest posts to the CFM blog. 

•	Emailing CFM at emerritt@aam-us.org.
Elizabeth and her colleagues are available to support your work via speaking engagements, workshops, 

moderating discussions, and consulting. For more information on those services and to request our help, visit the 
Alliance Advisory Services and Speakers Bureau on the AAM website. 
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https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6syr/pdf/IPCC_AR6_SYR_SPM.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2023/10/18/canada-historic-2023-wildfire-season-end/
https://ww2.aam-us.org/higherlogic-login?BackUrl=https%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.aam-us.org%2Fcommunities%2Fcommunity-home?CommunityKey=a77556b2-4e2c-4888-a2ea-018b721ecfb5
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/about-aam/idea-submission-form/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/future-of-museums/
mailto:emerrit%40aam-us.org?subject=
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/alliance-advisors/


“Party With Us: Pride Edition” at the 
Museum of Us in San Diego, California, 
featured local drag queens from the 
Haus of St. James. 

Culture 
Wars 
2.0

What choices do museums face in avoiding 
or engaging with the current conflict?



The net effect of loud, sensational clamor is to 
mute more quiet and temperate voices.

—James Davison Hunter, Culture Wars:  
The Struggle to Define America  

Last year TrendsWatch examined the growing partisan divide in the US and how mu-
seums might help repair our fractured democracy. However, an adjacent trend threatens the 
sector’s ability to fill this reparative role: museums as battlegrounds in a new wave of culture 
wars. Some are criticizing museums for embracing progressive values, while others regard 
museums as conservative vestiges of a colonial past. With alarming frequency, climate activ-
ists use museums as stages for protest or vandalism to draw attention to their cause. 

Pressure is building along fault lines that segment communities, funders, policymak-
ers, and museums’ own staff, boards, and volunteers. How can museums defuse this ten-
sion before it causes more damage? What choices do they face in avoiding or engaging in 
the current conflict, and how will these choices shape the future of museums and society? 

The Challenge
Disagreements about the values that 
should guide public and private life in 
America are as old as the republic itself, 
and these debates periodically erupt into 
physical violence ranging from insurrec-
tion to all-out war. The verbal conflict 
took center stage at the 1992 Republican 
National Convention when Patrick 
Buchanan told the audience that “a cultural 
war” was taking place, characterizing it as 
a “struggle for the soul of America.” The 
issues Buchanan named (abortion, ho-
mosexuality, school choice, and “radical” 

feminism) continue to be points of con-
tention, but the battlefield has ballooned 
to include, well, almost everything, from 
holiday greetings to beer.

Thirty years later, the culture wars are 
heating up again, fueled by the power 
and reach of social media and the ascent 
of transparency as a core value. When 
every public meeting can be livestreamed 
on Facebook by anyone in the audience, 
there is scarce opportunity for nuanced 
discussions that can explore compromise 
and de-escalate conflict. Social media is 
now a major source of information for M
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https://www.publicpolicypolling.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/PPP_Release_National_121916.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2023_Bud_Light_boycott


In January 2023, demonstrators gathered to protest a 
Drag Story Hour at the Canton branch of the Enoch Pratt 
Free Library in Baltimore, Maryland. 

Americans, and given the decline of professional 
journalism, it is often the primary platform for peo-
ple to engage with current events. 

The current state of P–12 education dramatizes 
the damage these conflicts can do to civic infra-
structure. Teachers, already stressed by pandemic 
challenges, are barraged with complaints from par-
ents and students about every detail of their work, 
including curricula, assignments, classroom deco-
rations, and off-hand remarks. Even minor conflicts 
can go viral, spiraling into public campaigns calling 
for educators to be disciplined or fired. This relent-
less scrutiny has contributed to record-high levels 
of teacher burnout and turnover, to the migration 
of students from public to private schools and to 
homeschooling, and to the downsizing and closure 
of school libraries.

These skirmishes are egged on, in part, by those 
that profit from amplifying conflict: politicians 
courting votes, journalists seeking readers, technol-
ogy corporations building reach and engagement. 
But they also reflect real disagreements in society 
about what theologian John Davison Hunter calls 
“matters of ultimate moral truth,” things on which 
one cannot compromise. Many combatants see 
the issues as threats to their very existence: white 
nationalists fear they are being replaced by people of 
color; trans individuals fear erasure of their identi-
ties and their lives. Stable democracy requires com-
promise, but negotiation around existential issues, 
about what is moral and ethical, seems impossible. 

While cultural nonprofits have long been drawn 
into this fray, they are now being targeted with 
particular vitriol. America’s public libraries (a 
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https://www.chalkbeat.org/2023/6/27/23774375/teachers-turnover-attrition-quitting-morale-burnout-pandemic-crisis-covid/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/interactive/2022/private-school-enrollment-parents-pandemic/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/magazine/interactive/2022/private-school-enrollment-parents-pandemic/
https://nancyebailey.com/2022/02/18/the-dangerous-end-of-school-libraries-and-public-education/


system built with the largesse of Republican Andrew 
Carnegie) have become flashpoints for protests and 
penalties around progressive actions and values. 
We are seeing a record number of attempts to ban 
books, criminal complaints against and laws tar-
geting librarians, and attempts to defund and close 
libraries. The American Library Association itself is 
now being attacked, nominally over the politics and 
identity of its CEO but more broadly over its sup-
port for and defense of its members. (This despite 
the fact that, as the ALA points out, there is strong 
nonpartisan consensus about the value of libraries 
and librarians.)

One drawback of using the term “culture wars” is 
the implication that there are two clear sides arrayed 
against each other, but that framing is inaccurate 
and unhelpful. Both liberals and conservatives 
drastically overestimate the difference between their 
views and those of the other side while underes-
timating the difference in views within their own 
side—a phenomenon dubbed “false polarization.” 
In fact, subgroups within political parties are 

complex and varied. (For example, the vast ma-
jority of Black voters are Democrats; 61 percent of 
Democrats believe a person’s gender can differ from 
the sex identified at birth; only 31 percent of Black 
Democrats agree.) And while there are intransigent 
differences of opinion, there are also areas of broad 
agreement: 9 in 10 Americans believe that protect-
ing free speech is an important part of American 
democracy, and people should be allowed to express 
unpopular opinions. 

Another problem with framing these conflicts as 
a war is the implication that there can be a winner. 
Short of a “national divorce,” splitting Democrat- 
and Republican-leaning states into different 
countries (an option that is, in fact, supported by 
20 percent of US adults), we have to find a way, as a 
society, to explore these differences openly, honestly, 
and with respect if we are to maintain a functional 
democracy. Making people aware of these areas of 
commonality might be the best hope for reducing 
false polarization. Perhaps, as the growing bipartisan 
civic repair movement recommends, instead of 

POTENTIAL FUTURE BATTLES
Following are some challenges posed to museums by the ongoing culture wars in the coming 
decade: 

Consumers have more choices than ever in how to engage with history, culture, and educational 
content. Will museums lose out if, as just one choice in this array, they are identified as affiliated with 
one set of political positions or another?

There are growing disconnects between the expectations of some major foundations and those of 
local, state, or federal government officials (for example, regarding training and policies supporting 
DEAI). How will museums navigate these tensions and other partisan issues that may affect funding, 
whether that support comes from public dollars or individual donors?

There are significant generational divides around many contentious issues today, and around 
expectations of how organizations should behave. How can museums respond to the concerns of 
both current and future audiences?

We have recently seen high-profile boycotts of brands (Bud Light, Chick-fil-A) and institutions 
(Walt Disney World) from the left and the right. In the future, might we see partisan boycotts regarding 
museum attendance and membership? 

Will more activists begin to use museums as useful platforms for protest, deploying vandalism 
against objects, or violence and threats of violence to draw attention to their causes? How would that 
change operations—design, staffing, procedures—and how might tighter security make some people 
feel more, or less, safe and welcome?
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https://www.ala.org/news/press-releases/2023/03/record-book-bans-2022

https://www.ala.org/news/press-releases/2023/03/record-book-bans-2022
https://www.everylibrary.org/its_very_real
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/05/18/school-librarians-jailed-banned-books/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2023/05/18/school-librarians-jailed-banned-books/
https://www.vox.com/politics/2023/5/5/23711417/republicans-want-to-defund-public-libraries-book-bans
https://www.vox.com/politics/2023/5/5/23711417/republicans-want-to-defund-public-libraries-book-bans
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/american-library-association-president-marxist-lesbian-rcna98254
https://www.ala.org/news/press-releases/2022/03/large-majorities-voters-oppose-book-bans-and-have-confidence-libraries
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2021/11/09/beyond-red-vs-blue-the-political-typology-2/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/01/04/black-democrats-differ-from-other-democrats-in-their-views-on-gender-identity-transgender-issues/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2023/01/04/black-democrats-differ-from-other-democrats-in-their-views-on-gender-identity-transgender-issues/
https://knightfoundation.org/press/releases/free-speech-for-all-poll-reveals-americans-views-on-free-expression-post-2020/
https://www.axios.com/2023/03/16/two-americas-index-national-divorce
https://fortune.com/2023/07/19/culture-wars-polarized-americans-growing-civic-repair-movement-politics-tucker-eskew/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/09/18/business/companies-conservative.html?unlocked_article_code=tvXeC0RpUSBO5ciDlFv56FurkLFQwcTfcIEGDiBOeuYVy-yD-zUo6LMYmZx_mPfgmxviqyUV4_iuoF0hTDPqM1iVDdYehsYvGnuQ3lcANOqBcC6WZIn-29cE9LkKZ3BPSp2RtcO0_Gr-GbdKIF3NHncUm5Mqe7dDv9GbTqOaHtY9VjXI22ZXzaR1VgoIxWhtbvFOp_nt_UhWuE5r31TWaDHcgsux0EbleagJKEBUWMyY91vi7ndDzJwqXhW__xowkZxj-XzBFn44ihxwk040bMmF2J1sHcdYGvBKc7QQ8x-Ep0SJVcLwH0cimzUGDlHEjPg-qZaEOa0_Pq3kAC0HZX8&smid=url-share


R E S 
O U R 
C E S

Crisis Communications Guide, American Library Association 
This brief guide outlines how to put a communication plan in place before a crisis occurs.  
ala.org/advocacy/crisis-communications-guide

Marketing Intelligence Hub, Listen First Project 
This online resource shares data-driven guidance on how to communicate in a way that fosters interest, hope, 
and trust from Americans of all backgrounds and beliefs.  
listenfirstproject.org/marketing-intelligence-hub

Respecting Visitor Values: Audience Perceptions, 2022 Annual Survey of Museum Goers, Wilkening 
Consulting 
This data story picks apart three main criticisms offered by the small percentage of museum-goers who do not 
believe that museums respect their personal values. (These categories correlated tightly with political values.)  
bit.ly/RespectingVisitorValues
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focusing on changing people’s views about issues, 
“we need to change their views about each other.”

What This Means for Museums
This isn’t the first time museums have been caught 
up in partisan struggles. Buchanan’s speech in 1992 
helped define a decade of controversies that includ-
ed criminal indictments against the Cincinnati 
Contemporary Arts Center on obscenity charges 
stemming from an exhibition of photographs by 
Robert Mapplethorpe; outcry over the Smithsonian’s 
interpretive plans regarding the B-29 Superfortress 
bomber Enola Gay (a resolution passed by the US 
Senate characterized the exhibit script as “revisionist 
and offensive to many World War II veterans”); and 
Mayor Rudy Giuliani threatening to defund and 
displace the Brooklyn Museum of Art because of 
the “sick stuff ” on view in “Sensation: Young British 
Artists from the Saatchi Collection.” 

These attacks come from the right and the left. 
Where Culture War 1.0 was fueled by the rise of 
the Moral Majority and other religious conserva-
tive movements, today’s culture war engages the 

progressive left as well as the conservative right. 
It includes movements like Black Lives Matter, 
#MeToo, and LGBTQ+ activists—groups that want 
greater inclusivity and a greater sensitivity to harm, 
historical trauma, and legacies of exclusion and 
appropriation. 

They also originate from inside and outside the 
organization. One source of tension is the fact that 
museum staff are overwhelmingly liberal, while 
boards and donors often skew conservative. This 
can complicate decisions around what topics the 
museum should address and what communities it 
should serve. In some instances, museum staff have 
called for their employers to cancel space rentals 
by conservative groups, distance themselves from 
objectionable donors, and remove exhibit material 
they found offensive. With increasing frequency, 
climate activists are using museums as platforms for 
protest, throwing paint on or gluing themselves to 
frames, vitrines, or the plex protecting iconic objects 
to draw attention to their cause.

Some of the public’s strongest reactions are 
prompted by museums revising their interpretation 

MUSEUMS MIGHT …
•	� Lead thoughtful, intentional conversations among board, leadership, and staff about their own values and 

how the museum should choose to engage or not engage on culture war issues.

•	� Establish frameworks and procedures for evaluating exhibits, programs, and event rentals for potential con-
troversies, and create plans for how these controversies will be managed.  

•	� Evaluate the language used in exhibits, programming, and communications. Identify partisan trigger words, 
and, when possible, find alternative terminology. (For example, some museums have found it is less contro-
versial to say “our changing climate” rather than “climate change.”) 

•	� Train staff on how to have difficult conversations with people who don’t share their beliefs and how to facili-
tate these conversations with others.

•	� Create policies, procedures, and training that equip staff to deal with angry or confrontational members of the 
public, and offer support to help them cope with the resulting stress.

•	� Strive to be “third places,” the increasingly rare venues that sociologist Ray Oldenburg has argued are vital 
to society, democracy, and civil society. By welcoming people of differing backgrounds and beliefs, museums 
can provide opportunities for them to socialize and get to know each other as individuals. 

•	� Monitor legislation and legal decisions that can affect their operations, even when not directly aimed at mu-
seums, and address these issues in their advocacy. (Sign up for Advocacy Alerts and attend AAM’s annual 
Advocacy Day to inform this work.)

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/when-art-fought-law-and-art-won-180956810/
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/when-art-fought-law-and-art-won-180956810/
https://www.airandspaceforces.com/PDF/SiteCollectionDocuments/Enola%20Gay%20Archive/EG_chronology93-95.pdf
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/library/arts/092499brooklyn-museum.html?module=inline
https://www.aam-us.org/2023/01/13/the-partisan-divide/
https://www.frieze.com/article/museum-boards-political-donations-show-rotten-us-democracy
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/advocacy/


of history. Monticello and other historic sites have 
been castigated by some visitors and conservative 
commentors for introducing slave narratives into 
their interpretations. Texas is embroiled in a messy 
fight over how to tell the story of the Alamo, which 
has been called the “creation myth of Texas.” Myths, 
especially when they amplify an inaccurate version 
of the past, can be toxic: perpetuating those inaccu-
racies, justifying past actions that caused harm, and 
over-amplifying the anti-inclusive values of a small 
(but politically powerful) segment of Americans. 
But any identity, individual or collective, is 
grounded in the stories we tell about ourselves. Can 
America have a unified national identity without 
shared stories we all buy into? Without that identity, 
will the country tear itself apart?

Ironically, the very respect accorded to museums, 
as stewards of culture and trusted sources of infor-
mation, may amplify these pressures in the future. 
In the wake of protests over the murder of George 
Floyd in 2020, at least 200 Confederate memorials 
were removed, renamed, or relocated, and in many 
cases these monuments were transferred to muse-
ums. While the intent may have been a bipartisan 
solution (caring for the heritage in perpetuity 
while providing historical context), this approach 
is sometimes equally offensive to people who feel 
these objects should be destroyed and to those who 
object to “revisionist history.” With many schools 
abandoning controversial topics, museums may pick 
up the slack, just as they did over a decade ago when 
public schools largely abandoned arts education. 
But while arts education is generally seen as benign, 
topics such as race and racism, gender and sexuality, 
and controversial social and political issues are not. 
Some schools have reached out to museums to teach 
subjects they feel they can no longer handle. Will 
the outrage follow?

How can museums stay true to their role and 
their values without being sidelined by one faction or 
another? How can they retain bipartisan or nonpar-
tisan credibility and influence while tackling difficult 
issues? Museums have the potential to foster healing 
or inflict harm, build bridges or deepen divides 
depending on how they respond to these challenges, 
but they face difficult choices. Museums might take 

stands on issues that align with their mission and the 
values of staff and stakeholders. They might declare 
themselves to be noncombatants, serving as a cultural 
circuit breaker for the cycle of escalating outrage. 
They might play the role of peacemaker, helping peo-
ple find common ground. 

Each of these choices comes with potential bene-
fits, and risks. Museums have earned broad, nonpar-
tisan trust from the American public, and they can 
use that trust to educate and influence the public 
about important issues. On the other hand, taking a 
stand on contentious issues may result in a particu-
lar museum, or museums as a whole, being tagged 
as partisan, relegated to the echo chambers of people 
who already agree with them. The individuals and 
institutions that benefit from the culture wars thrive 
on public attention: perhaps sometimes museums 
might better serve vulnerable individuals, commu-
nities, and society as a whole by refusing to engage. 
But people who feel targeted by these conflicts may 
expect museums to weigh in with a statement or 
action that signals solidarity and support. Museums 
have long aspired to be public “agora” where people 
can come together to discuss important issues with-
out feeling the need to self-censor. To ensure that 
people of all political identities feel welcome in these 
conversations, the museum itself might need to be 
seen as nonpartisan—neither liberal nor conserva-
tive—in its words and its actions. 

Everyone loses when cultural and educational 
institutions are damaged by partisan skirmishing. 
Treating libraries, museums, and schools as active 
combatants in the culture wars destabilizes our 
already fragile social infrastructure by threatening 
some of the few remaining institutions trusted to 
provide accurate information and common refer-
ence points. 

In his exploration of the culture wars, Hunter 
also observed that “the whole point of civil society 
… is to provide mediating institutions to stand be-
tween the individual and the state, or the individual 
and the economy. They’re at their best when they 
are doing just that: They are mediating, they are ed-
ucating.” By engaging in hard conversations, inside 
their organizations and with their communities, 
museums can continue to fill that critical role. 
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http://wapo.st/48sq666
https://www.politico.com/newsletters/politico-nightly/2021/07/07/the-culture-wars-invade-the-alamo-493495
https://www.splcenter.org/20220201/whose-heritage-public-symbols-confederacy-third-edition
https://www.americansforthearts.org/sites/default/files/cc-learning-less-mar12.pdf
https://www.edweek.org/policy-politics/heres-the-long-list-of-topics-republicans-want-banned-from-the-classroom/2022/02
https://nysmuseums.org/A-New-Agora-for-New-York


MUSEUM 
EXAMPLES

Taking a Stand
In June 2023, the Museum 
of Us hosted “Party With Us: 
Pride Edition,” a day of pro-
gramming featuring San Diego 
drag queens from the Haus 
of St. James, in solidarity with 
LGBTQIA+ communities being 
inundated with hate and legis-
lative efforts to undo hard-won 
civil rights protections. Despite 
the polarizing public debate 
on drag, the decision to host 
the event was consonant with 
the museum’s purpose to be 
a place for community voice, 
especially those voices that 
have been historically margin-
alized. This was consistent with 
the museum’s previous visible 
support of LGBTQIA+ commu-
nities. In 2015, immediately 
following the Supreme Court’s 
decision on same-sex mar-
riage, the museum displayed 
an enormous Pride flag from its 
iconic California Tower to mark 
the occasion. Since 2022, the 
museum has also been the site 
for the city’s annual Pride kick-
off, with a week-long display of 
an even bigger Progress Pride 
flag from the tower. 

Being Noncombatants 
By its very nature, successful 
noncombativity is a nonstory. 
While this makes it rare to find 
published examples of mu-
seums that have chosen not 
to “feed the beast,” museum 
professionals might use the 
confidentiality afforded at con-
ferences and small gatherings 
to connect with colleagues who 
have personal experience to 
share. 

Playing Peacemaker 
In 2019, the Frazier History 
Museum in Louisville, Kentucky, 
launched “Let’s Talk: Bridging 
the Divide,” creating a 
flourishing community space 
for dialogue and questions on 
challenging topics that often 
divide us. The program’s name 
ties to the Frazier’s location on 
the so-called “9th Street Divide” 
that historically has separated 
the city by race. Through 
dozens of moderated panel 
discussions, the museum has 
given the public an opportunity 
to hear from guests with varying 
perspectives on wide-ranging 
and sometimes contentious 
issues, including mental health, 
political discourse, voting, racial 
equity, policing, education, and 
Native American history. One of 
the most recent programs was 
the first community conversation 
about a newly released report 
from the US Department of 
Justice critical of policing in 
Louisville. This groundbreaking 
gathering brought together 
the mayor, the acting police 
chief, and representatives from 
the NAACP, Louisville’s Urban 
League, and the Fraternal Order 
of Police. The museum staff who 
facilitate the programs observe, 
“The dialogue isn’t always easy, 
and navigating the discussion 
and audience questions can 
be tricky, but if you want to 
bridge divides, there has to be 
conversation.”
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Trevor Paglen’s They 
Took the Faces from 
the Accused and the 
Dead... (SD18), 2019, 
from the “Uncanny 
Valley: Being Human 
in the Age of AI” 
exhibition at the 
de Young Museum 
in San Francisco, 
California.



AI  
Adolescence
What is generative AI, and what are the practical 
applications and implications for museums?
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Success in creating AI would be the biggest event in 
human history. Unfortunately, it might also be the last, 
unless we learn how to avoid the risks.

—Stephen Hawking

In the past decade, artificial intelligence (AI) has leapt from the realm of science fiction and tech 
culture into our everyday lives. Most recently, generative AI is disrupting the work of creators, upending educa-
tion, and performing key tasks in white-collar work. Some feel AI poses an existential threat to humanity—oth-
ers forecast that it will quickly retreat into specific, narrow applications. 

What is AI, is the hype justified, and how can museums make informed judgments about this or any 
other emerging technology? What are the practical applications and implications for museums in the short 
and long term?

The Challenge
Artificial intelligence encompasses a range of 
technologies that seem to mimic human ability to 
reason, make decisions, generate predictions, and 
perform complex tasks. Birthed in the 1950s, when 
Dartmouth professor John McCarthy coined the 
term and Alan Turing proposed his commonsense 
test for machine intelligence, AI literally began tod-
dling in 1966, when the Stanford Research Institute 
introduced “Shakey,” the first mobile robot capable of 
interpreting instructions. 

When TrendsWatch first covered AI in 2017, the 
major focus was “big data”: mining and analyzing 
huge datasets to generate business insights (or beat 
human grandmasters at chess) and using AI conversa-
tional skills to interact with users and respond to ques-
tions. Now AI is experiencing an adolescent growth 
spurt, fueled by the ability of generative AI (GenAI) 
to create original content as text, images, and sound. 
If chatbots powered by conversational AI might be 
mistaken for customer service reps, programs like 
ChatGPT and DALL-E, powered by GenAI, are trying 

Students, faculty, 
and staff at Duke 
University’s Nasher 
Museum of Art used 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT 
platform to select 
works and write 
label copy for “Act as 
If You Are a Curator: 
An AI-Generated 
Exhibition.”
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HOW GENERATIVE AI MIGHT HARM  
THE CREATIVE ECONOMY
By ChatGPT

This essay was written by OpenAI’s ChatGPT 3.5 in response to the prompt “Write 500 words on the damage 
generative artificial intelligence may do to the creative economy.” The program returned the following text in less 
than 10 seconds.

Generative artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as a powerful tool, capable of producing creative content 
such as art, music, and literature. While it offers numerous benefits, there is growing concern about the potential 
damage it may inflict on the creative economy, particularly on artists and writers. This essay explores the multifac-
eted ways in which generative AI can harm the creative economy.

1.	 Devaluation of creative work. Generative AI can flood the market with easily produced content, devaluing 
the work of human artists and writers. As AI-generated art becomes more prevalent, traditional art may 
lose its uniqueness and value. Consumers may be less willing to pay for original creations when cheaper 
AI alternatives are available, thereby reducing the income of artists and writers who rely on their work for a 
livelihood.

2.	 Copyright and plagiarism issues. AI-generated content can blur the lines of copyright and intellectual 
property rights. Identifying the origin of a piece of content becomes challenging when AI creates works that 
closely mimic human creations. This can lead to a surge in plagiarism, where AI-generated work is passed 
off as original, causing financial and reputational harm to genuine creators.

3.	 Homogenization of creativity. Generative AI algorithms are often trained on a massive corpus of existing 
creative works. While this can lead to impressive imitation, it can also result in a homogenization of creativ-
ity. The AI may perpetuate existing styles and trends rather than encouraging innovation and the explora-
tion of new artistic frontiers. This stifling of creativity can be detrimental to the vibrant and diverse nature of 
the creative economy.

4.	 Erosion of skill development. If AI becomes the primary tool for generating creative content, it could 
discourage aspiring artists and writers from developing their skills. The sense of accomplishment and 
personal growth that comes from honing one’s craft may diminish, as people may opt for AI shortcuts. This 
could ultimately lead to a decline in the quality of human-created art and literature.

5.	 Job displacement. The adoption of generative AI in the creative industry could lead to job displacement. 
Artists and writers may find themselves competing with AI systems that can produce content more quickly 
and cost-effectively. This could result in job loss and economic instability for many individuals in the cre-
ative sector.

6.	 Loss of emotional connection. Art and literature often have a profound emotional impact on consumers 
because they are imbued with the personal experiences and perspectives of the creator. AI-generated 
content may lack this emotional depth, making it harder for audiences to connect with the work on a mean-
ingful level. This could result in a decline in the overall appreciation of art and literature.

7.	 Ethical concerns. Generative AI can inadvertently create content that is offensive, harmful, or biased, which 
can have a negative impact on society and culture. Artists and writers often contribute to important conver-
sations and social change through their work. If AI-generated content lacks ethical considerations, it may 
contribute to harmful narratives and reinforce existing biases.

In conclusion, while generative AI holds immense promise in the realm of creativity, it also poses significant 
threats to the creative economy, including artists and writers. To mitigate these risks, there is a need for thoughtful 
regulation, ethical guidelines, and a recognition of the value of human creativity. Generative AI should be seen 
as a tool to enhance human creativity rather than a replacement for it. By carefully navigating the integration of 
AI into the creative process, we can harness its potential while preserving the vitality and diversity of the creative 
economy.

http://aam-us.org


MUSEUMS  
MIGHT …
•	� Help the public make informed choices, 

as users and voters, by providing educa-
tion on AI and attendant issues.

•	� Explore how AI-generated content could 
be used to enhance collections, exhibits, 
education, and visitor interactions.

•	� Educate staff and the board about the 
choices the museum faces regarding AI 
use.

•	� Create ethical frameworks for  
decision-making.

•	� Take an active role in developing policies, 
guidelines, and regulations around issues 
such as sourcing of training data, tracking 
of content provenance, and protecting 
the rights of creators.

•	� Identify where AI can be used to help staff 
do their work while assessing the impact 
on museum labor overall. 

out for the roles of author, artist, and composer. 
ChatGPT is just one of a slew of GenAI programs 

taking the world by storm. A 2023 McKinsey survey 
found that over 79 percent of respondents had some 
exposure to GenAI and nearly a quarter were using 
it regularly in their work. It is being used by students 
for writing assignments, researchers for academic 
papers, lawyers to produce legal briefs, and high 
school students to generate college application 
essays. In the process, developers of GenAI seem to 
be obeying Meta founder Mark Zuckerberg’s exhor-
tation to “move fast and break things.” The growing 
list of things that, if not broken, at least cracked by 
generative AI ranges from copyright and intellectual 
property to both primary and higher education. 

Some of the disruptions created by GenAI arise 
from flaws deeply embedded in the current algo-
rithms. GenAI has a well-documented tendency to 
“hallucinate” (i.e., make shit up). In 2023, a Federal 
District Court judge threatened to sanction lawyers 
who used ChatGPT to generate a filing that turned out 

to be filled with fake judicial opinions and legal cita-
tions, and staff of the research platform Preprints.org 
removed a ChatGPT-written submission that included 
fictitious references. GenAI also has an unfortunate 
tendency to amplify bias inherited from its training 
data. As Bloomberg recently reported, to judge by 
the outputs of the Stable Diffusion image generator, 
“CEOs are white men; women are rarely doctors, 
lawyers or judges; men with dark skin commit crimes; 
and women with dark skin flip burgers.” 

Any new technology can have a disruptive effect 
on labor, with the heaviest impact historically falling 
on blue-collar jobs. AI, and particularly generative AI, 
may be the first technology to destabilize white-collar 
work as well. We are already seeing grave threats to 
whole professions, especially in the creative class. Text 
and image generators are producing cover art, writing 
news stories, and producing blog posts and marketing 
copy. One of the major demands of the Hollywood 
strike of 2023 was restricting studios’ use of AI, both 
to create digital likenesses of actors and to generate 
scripts. While this new technology will create some 
high-skill, adequately compensated jobs (AI research 
scientist, AI creative director), they will be outnum-
bered by more precarious and stressful gig work, 
such as labeling training data and flagging content that 
contains sexual abuse, hate speech, and violence.

AI’s potential to do harm goes beyond its effect on 
labor. Its power, reach, and plausibility supercharges 
the dissemination of false information and fake 
content, including videos, news articles, social media 
posts, and even books. The chairman of the Senate 
Intelligence Committee has warned that misinfor-
mation generated and promulgated using AI could 
disrupt the 2024 presidential election. Even when used 
for good, like improving education, the widespread 
adoption of GenAI could widen the digital divide. 
While most of the current wave of AI applications 
have launched on a freemium model, eventually, to be 
profitable, the companies that create and deploy this 
technology will have to charge. The more these appli-
cations become embedded and necessary tools, the 
more we risk exacerbating existing inequalities due to 
disparate levels of access and ability to pay.

This technology is evolving so fast that the sectors 
impacted by its application, as well as regulators, are 
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https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/05/generative-ai-creative-jobs/
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https://theintercept.com/2023/07/25/strike-hollywood-ai-disney-netflix/
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https://www.npr.org/2023/05/18/1176876301/striking-hollywood-writers-contemplate-ai
https://qz.com/tech-companies-ai-data-labelers-congress-1850834407
https://www.axios.com/2023/08/16/ai-book-publishing-fake-amazon?
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/09/20/ai-could-harm-2024-us-election-senate-intelligence-chair-warns.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2023/09/20/ai-could-harm-2024-us-election-senate-intelligence-chair-warns.html
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/f/freemium.asp
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struggling to keep up. How should existing laws and 
policies, written before the age of AI, be applied with 
regard to intellectual property, liability for harm or 
damage, privacy, bias, and discrimination in em-
ployment? What new regulation is needed, and how 
should we allow, ban, control, or regulate use? What 
role should GenAI play in P–12 and higher education, 
hiring, research, or law enforcement? 

What’s Next? 
Will AI continue to accelerate at the current hyper-
sonic rate? As with many technologies financed by 
large companies, the long-term business model is not 
yet clear. While OpenAI, the creator of ChatGPT, 
projected $200 million in revenue by the end of 2023, 
it was spending $700,000 a day to run the system, 
leaving it in the red. It remains to be seen whether it 
can convert enough free users into paid customers to 
make the product sustainable. 

When regulators do catch up with the system, the 
constraints placed on how data is mined, and used, 
may severely crimp the growth of a system that was 

fueled by exploiting free content (a practice that has 
already spawned numerous lawsuits). Ironically, by 
displacing human creators, GenAI may have sowed 
the seeds of its own destruction. GenAI trains on 
datasets collected from the internet, but when it learns 
from data produced by other AI, its performance de-
generates, resulting in what researchers have dubbed 
“model collapse.” That breaking point may not be far 
off: the European security center Europol predicts 
that as much as 90 percent of online content might be 
“synthetically generated” by 2026.

What This Means for Museums
Museums have been experimenting with various 
flavors of AI for at least two decades, from practical 
applications (Indianapolis Museum of Art at 
Newfields using AI to crop digitized images) to 
playful (the wonderful Send Me SFMOMA, which 
responded to text prompts with images from the 
collection). Museums have deployed AI-powered 
robots as docents, predictive analytics to forecast 
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Generative Artificial Intelligence and Data Privacy: A Primer, Congressional Research Service, 2023 
This publication provides an overview of generative AI, an explanation of the underlying data models and data 
sources, and what happens to data shared with AI models. It also outlines policy considerations with regard to 
privacy and related laws, and data scraping. 
crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R47569

Blueprint for an AI Bill of Rights: Making Automated Systems Work for the American People, White House 
Office of Science and Technology Policy, 2022 
This document identifies five principles to guide the design, use, and deployment of automated systems 
to “protect the American public in the age of artificial intelligence,” including the rights to algorithmic 
discrimination protection and data privacy. The framework is accompanied by a technical handbook for 
anyone seeking to incorporate these protections into policies and practice. 
whitehouse.gov/ostp/ai-bill-of-rights

Visitors to The Dalí Museum in St. Petersburg, Florida, interact with 
the museum's Dream Tapestry digital experience where personal 
dreams transform into one-of-a-kind art pieces.
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https://www.europol.europa.eu/cms/sites/default/files/documents/Europol_Innovation_Lab_Facing_Reality_Law_Enforcement_And_The_Challenge_Of_Deepfakes.pdf
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visitation and set ticket prices, cognitive search 
to enhance collections metadata, and sentiment 
analysis to mine visitors’ social media posts. At the 
Museum of Tomorrow in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, the 
AI-powered chatbot Iris+ queries visitors about their 
experience and suggests steps they can take to address 
their biggest concerns about the future. 

It is no surprise that museums have leapt to exper-
iment with GenAI as well. In 2023, Duke University 
students and faculty used ChatGPT to organize 
the exhibition “Act as If You Are a Curator” at the 
Nasher Museum of Art, prompting the platform to se-
lect works from the collection and write labels. Behind 
the scenes, some museums are experimenting with 
text generators to create communications for mem-
bers and donors, draft reports, and even write grant 
applications. But for all the exciting new possibilities 
presented by GenAI, it poses profound challenges to 
museums as well.

A general erosion in trust accelerated by AI-
generated misinformation (accidental or deliberate) 
might impact the long-standing and robust trust the 
public has in museums, or it may be an opportunity 
for museums to lean into their reputation as sources 
of reliable information. What role might museums 
play in creating systems to verify “content prove-
nance”—the source and legitimacy of images, videos, 
text, and articles? How can museums ensure that data 
and metadata associated with their own records follow 

these digital assets into the AI 
universe? 

GenAI is trained on vast 
datasets compiled by scraping 
text and images from the 
web—without permission 
from or compensation to the 
creators of that material. Many 
artists, educators, and research-
ers are furious that GenAI 
harvests their work without 
consent, acknowledgement, or 
compensation. Do museums 
want to encourage the devel-
opment and use of technology 
that is based on what many feel 
is ethically, if not yet legally, 

theft of intellectual property? How might museums 
help protect creative, educational, and academic 
communities of practice from harm and advocate for 
their interests?

AI and GenAI provide opportunities to increase 
income and reduce costs. Museums need to decide 
whether, when, and how to adopt this technology—
decisions that are both values-based and practical. 
Some may seem like clear wins: using chatbots to 
provide personalized experiences for visitors, image 
recognition to help the public engage with collections, 
and business applications to forecast attendance. 
Others may require more thought. How should AI be 
deployed to help staff with their work? If the use of AI 
could reduce the number of staff, do museums want 
to be complicit in this loss? AI depends on vast com-
putational resources and massive energy use. How 
might museums factor AI’s environmental impact into 
their strategies to reduce their carbon impact? 

Working through these issues will require mu-
seum board members and staff to acquire basic AI 
literacy to understand its benefits and drawbacks 
and identify where AI adoption might require 
expenditures (in technology, training, new staff) or 
result in savings (through increased productivity 
or staff reductions). Hardest of all, it will require 
making some projections about the timeline of 
development and adoption of AI, a critical issue on 
which even the experts disagree. Ph
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A screenshot of a sculpture and a painting 
annotated with AI-generated text descriptions. 
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MUSEUM 
EXAMPLES

In October 2022, the Museum 
of Science, Boston, opened 
the permanent exhibition 
“Exploring AI: Making the 
Invisible Visible” to illuminate 
how the approaches and 
data used to train computer 
systems have often resulted 
in AI that mirrors human 
biases, raising questions 
about unchecked use of these 
technologies across all aspects 
of our lives. Complementing the 
exhibition, a series of in-person 
and online programs dove 
into topics such as computer 
vision, large language models, 
generative AI, and deepfakes 
to encourage community 
deliberation about the future of 
AI technologies. The museum 
also created a resource 
library—including animated 
explainers, infographics, 
videos, and games—that 
challenges learners to consider 
how we can ensure that our 
society creates and uses AI 
technologies in ways that are 
ethical, inclusive, and can 
benefit all people.
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In 2022, the Carnegie Science 
Center in Pittsburgh hosted 
researchers from Carnegie 
Mellon University’s Human-
Computer Interaction Institute to 
pilot a Novel Research-based 
Intelligent Lifelong Learning 
Apparatus (NoRILLA) with 
support from the National Science 
Foundation. This AI-enhanced 
interactive science exhibit 
adds a camera, touchscreen, 
display, and an AI assistant to 
a traditional earthquake table 
or other physical apparatus, 
such as ramps. NoRILLA—
brought to life as a virtual 
gorilla—helps participants make 
scientific discoveries through 
interactive feedback and 
guidance. Evaluations revealed 
that children learned significantly 
more from the AI-enhanced 
intelligent science exhibit 
compared to the traditional 
exhibit, and the dwell time 
increased by a factor of four. 
NoRILLA has since deployed at 
the Children’s Museum of Atlanta, 
the Please Touch Museum in 
Philadelphia, the Children’s 
Discovery Museum of San Jose, 
and the CaixaForum Valencia in 
Spain. Read more about NoRILLA 
in the Journal of the Learning 
Sciences at bit.ly/NoRILLAJLS.

Beginning in 2015, the 
Illinois Holocaust Museum 
has worked with the USC 
Shoah Foundation to capture 
Holocaust survivor stories 
and bring them to life via 
high-definition, AI-powered 
holograms paired with voice-
recognition technology. The 
resulting Survivor Stories 
Experience enables the 
interviewees to tell their deeply 
moving stories and respond to 
questions from the audience, 
inviting visitors to have a 
personalized, one-on-one 
“conversation.” The museum’s 
own research and national 
studies show that Holocaust 
survivors’ stories humanize 
difficult history, helping visitors 
develop empathy, learn the 
dangers of indifference, and 
recognize their responsibility 
to stand up to hatred and 
antisemitism. Recent research 
by the University of Illinois 
finds that visiting the museum 
and seeing the holograms 
empowered and motivated 
attendees to address injustice 
in their lives and communities.

http://aam-us.org
https://www.mos.org/press/press-releases/Exploring-AI-Making-the-Invisible-Visible-Exhibit-Announcement
https://www.mos.org/press/press-releases/Exploring-AI-Making-the-Invisible-Visible-Exhibit-Announcement
https://www.mos.org/public-events/ai-workforce/livestream
https://www.mos.org/artificial-intelligence
https://www.mos.org/artificial-intelligence
https://streaklinks.com/BtGEatFlpbaAQKy3LQzQvbTa/http%3A%2F%2Fwww.norilla.com
http://bit.ly/NoRILLAJLS
https://www.ilholocaustmuseum.org/exhibitions/survivor-stories-experience/
https://www.ilholocaustmuseum.org/exhibitions/survivor-stories-experience/


Decarbonizing 
the Future

How can museums reduce their own emissions and 
inspire the public to take action?
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In October 2023, the 
Climate Museum opened 
“THE END OF FOSSIL 
FUEL,” an exhibition 
that “explores the fossil 
fuel industry’s history of 
racism and deception, 
spotlights the success of 
the environmental and 
climate justice movement in 
resisting and reversing the 
industry’s harms, and invites 
visitors to take action in 
community.”

Decarbonizing 
the Future
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Adults keep saying we owe it 
to the young people to give 
them hope, but … I don’t 
want you to be hopeful. I 
want you to panic. I want you 
to feel the fear I feel every 
day. … I want you to act as 
you would in a crisis. I want 
you to act as if the house was 
on fire, because it is.

—Greta Thunberg, who became a 
climate activist at the age of 15
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The climate crisis poses an 
overwhelming threat to museums and the 
communities they serve. Museums’ collections constitute 
a vast seedbank of human civilization, creativity, and 
accomplishments. Protecting those seeds will entail a 
commitment to decarbonizing the future—replacing our 
dependence on fossil fuels with sustainable systems. 

How can museums decarbonize their own operations? 
How can they inspire people to take meaningful action in 
response to the climate crisis, even as they prepare to live in 
a profoundly disrupted future? 
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The Challenge
How we talk about the world shapes how we think 
about the world: nowhere is this more evident than 
the evolution in language describing climate change. 
In 2019, The Guardian, Britain’s equivalent to The 
New York Times, announced that to more accurately 
describe the environmental challenges facing the 
world, it would henceforth refer to the “climate 
emergency” or “climate crisis” rather than to “climate 
change.” Now we are creating a whole new terminol-
ogy to describe the impact of this crisis on mental 
health, grouped under the heading of climate trauma. 
This taxonomy includes climate anxiety (a sense of 
impending dread); solastalgia (distress at the changes 
in one’s home environment); and eco-grief (anguish 
and despair at the deterioration of the places we love). 

Scientists around the world are struggling to 
bracket the best and worst possible outcomes of the 
current climate trends, but it’s clear that even the 
rosiest credible projections are grim. The Inevitable 
Policy Response consortium concludes that by 2050 
the world will likely achieve the Paris Agreement 
goals to limit global warming to an increase of 1.5° C 
to 2° C above preindustrial levels. This may be unduly 
optimistic, however, in light of the fact that, as the 
UN Environment Programme reports, every one of 
the 196 countries that signed on to the agreement is 
falling short of these goals. At the pessimistic end 
of the spectrum, Columbia University scientist James 
Hansen, who briefed the Senate about global heating 
way back in 1988, predicts we are approaching a “new 
climate frontier” with temperatures higher than at any 
point in the past million years. 

This crisis poses an immediate and deadly 
threat. Record temperatures are directly responsible 
for a soaring number of heat-related deaths and 
record-breaking wildfires, drought, and flooding. 
In the near term, these changes threaten economies, 
ecosystems, and agriculture. We are fast approaching 
irreversible tipping points, including the collapse of 
ice sheets and ocean circulation, loss of glaciers, and 
the dieback of coral reefs and rainforests. Warming, 
combined with habitat destruction and introduction of 
invasive species, has triggered the sixth mass extinc-
tion in Earth’s history, which may wipe out up to a mil-
lion species. For humans, a warming world increases 

disease, injury, and death rates. It also contributes to 
a global crisis in mental health, with rates of suicide 
rising in step with global temperature, climate disasters 
triggering acute stress and PTSD, and climate disrup-
tions leading to long-term depression and anxiety.

Industrialization has flooded the atmosphere with 
CO2, getting us into this mess. Theoretically, we could 
dig ourselves out by capturing and storing carbon 
(biologically, geologically, or technologically), but so 
far, the majority of such projects have either failed or 
fallen significantly short of their goals. Many of the 
“carbon credits” pitched to individuals and corpora-
tions as a way to offset emissions are illusory, unver-
ified, or temporary. Gaining control over the climate 
crisis, the UN Environment Programme has declared, 
will require urgent, system-wide transformation. That 
includes putting ourselves on a strict carbon diet when 
it comes to both public infrastructure and individual 
behavior. This includes, critically, curbing the con-
sumption (for travel, meat, material possessions) that 
has become synonymous with success. It may require 
degrowth—focusing on sustainable metrics of success 
such as health, education, and happiness rather than 
economic profit. 

While efforts to tackle this crisis have been slowed 
by climate skeptics and misinformation, relentless 
communication by scientists and activists is having 
an impact. The Yale Program on Climate Change 
Communication reports that public understanding of 
climate risk has improved since 2008, when the group 
first began tracking public opinion. As of 2013, the 
Americans who think global warming is happening 
outnumber those who think it is not by a ratio of 
nearly 5 to 1, and 60 percent understand it is caused 
by humans. On the other hand, climate change ranks 
17th out of 21 national issues concerning Americans, 
trailing far behind the economy, health care costs, 
terrorism, and the budget deficit. How can we bump 
up climate action on this list of priorities and increase 
people’s willingness to act? 

What This Means for Museums
Of paramount concern is the fact that the climate crisis 
is harming the communities that museums exist to 
serve, posing particular risk to the very young and the 
very old, people with disabilities or chronic medical 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/oct/16/guardian-language-changes-climate-environment
https://ipr.transitionmonitor.com/
https://ipr.transitionmonitor.com/
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/paris-agreement
https://www.unep.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2022
https://www.columbia.edu/~jeh1/mailings/2023/ClimateDice.13July2023.pdf
https://www.columbia.edu/~jeh1/mailings/2023/ClimateDice.13July2023.pdf
https://usafacts.org/articles/how-many-people-die-from-extreme-heat-in-the-us/

https://www.drought.gov/news/study-finds-climate-change-blame-record-breaking-california-wildfires-2023-08-08
https://www.noaa.gov/news/record-drought-gripped-much-of-us-in-2022
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/07/climate-change-world-record-breaking-floods
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abn7950
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-is-mass-extinction-and-are-we-facing-a-sixth-one.html
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-is-mass-extinction-and-are-we-facing-a-sixth-one.html
https://www.who.int/health-topics/mental-health%23tab=tab_1
https://www.imperial.ac.uk/grantham/publications/all-publications/the-impact-of-climate-change-on-mental-health-and-emotional-wellbeing-current-evidence-and-implications-for-policy-and-practice.php
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/climate-anxiety-and-eco-grief-how-climate-change-hurts-global-mental-health/?mc_cid=077414ff54&mc_eid=88591fb4ed
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2336018-most-major-carbon-capture-and-storage-projects-havent-met-targets/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/2336018-most-major-carbon-capture-and-storage-projects-havent-met-targets/
https://www.nrdc.org/stories/should-you-buy-carbon-offsets
https://www.unep.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2022
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/06/what-is-degrowth-economics-climate-change/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-spring-2023/toc/2/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-beliefs-attitudes-spring-2023/toc/2/
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-data-tools-and-trends/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2023/02/06/economy-remains-the-publics-top-policy-priority-covid-19-concerns-decline-again/
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CARBON MANAGEMENT  
AT THE NEVADA MUSEUM OF ART
By Colin M. Robertson, Charles N. Mathewson Senior Vice President of Education and Research

“We are learning from Indigenous artists and partners to better understand and refine our role as a cultural 
institution in addressing climate justice, land and water use.”—David B. Walker, CEO, Nevada Museum of Art

As a cultural institution located in Reno, the Nevada Museum of Art has a vested interest in climate action. 
In 2022, the nonprofit research organization Climate Center named Reno the city with the fastest-warming 
climate in the United States—since 1970, summer temperatures in our city have risen 10.9 degrees. We are 
committed to positively impacting our own micro-climate by reducing our carbon emissions and inspiring our 
community to learn and take further action. 

•	 Nevada’s geography, climate, and hydrogeology are embedded in our museum’s architecture and 
visual identity. 

•	 Our building, designed by architect Will Bruder, is inspired by a basalt rock formation endemic to the 
high desert of the Great Basin. 

•	 Our visual identity and branding, designed by Brad Bartlett, are based on geothermal heat maps of 
Reno, and the thermal data visualized on our website reflects hourly, daily, and seasonal temperature 
changes. 

•	 Our Center for Art + Environment, launched in 2008, stewards a substantial and growing collection of 
archives, special collections, and unique publications related to creative interactions between artists 
and the environment.

To extend the museum’s commitment to art and the environment institutionally, and to align with the Paris 
Climate Agreement’s imperatives to reduce waste and the world’s carbon emissions, in 2022 we worked 
with the Ki Futures program—an Amsterdam-based program designed for the cultural sector by the non-
profit organization Ki Culture—to produce a Sustainability Action Plan (bit.ly/NVMActionPlan) addressing 
climate justice and carbon accounting. 

To optimize our museum’s carbon footprint, we use a comprehensive carbon accounting platform devel-
oped by nZero Inc. to analyze and ameliorate our direct and indirect emissions. nZero’s dashboard visual-
izes our energy consumption and emissions data in real time—a sometimes sobering exercise, given the 
cooling and humidification requirements in a high desert environment. 

As new infrastructure comes online during the construction of our 50,000-square-foot Charles and Stacie 
Mathewson Education and Research Center, we anticipate our carbon footprint will improve despite in-
creasing the overall size of our museum. One goal of our groundbreaking exhibition “Into the Time Horizon” 
(opening in 2026) is to reduce an exhibition’s carbon footprint by better utilizing permanent collections in 
combination with signature international loans and commissions.

We would like to thank nZero, the Teiger Foundation, and the Helen Frankenthaler Foundation for their 
support of the Nevada Museum of Art’s sustainability initiatives. 
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Architectural rendering of the southeast view of 
the Charles and Stacie Mathewson Education and 
Research Center at the Nevada Museum of Art. 

http://bit.ly/NVMActionPlan


conditions, people of color, people with low incomes, 
and Indigenous peoples. More than 90 US coastal 
communities currently experience chronic flooding, 
and that number is expected to rise to over 170 in the 
next two decades. By 2100, as many as 13 million 
people in the US could be forced by rising sea levels 
to relocate, stressing the economies, housing, and 
infrastructure of the cities that receive these displaced 
populations. 

The risks facing museums themselves are clear and 
comprehensive. To name just a few:
•	 Over a third of US museums lie within 100 

kilometers of the coast—a quarter in zones highly 
vulnerable to sea level rise and severe storms. 

•	 Sixteen percent of Americans live in areas at high 
risk of wildfire—this will rise to 21 percent in 
the next three decades as the risk zones for fire 
expand. US museums, which tend to co-locate 
with population, face similar exposure. 

•	 Museum buildings and HVAC systems were built 
for climate conditions that are rapidly becoming 
out of date. The stress on these systems, and costs 
of remediation, will only increase with time.

•	 As plant hardiness zones shift north, historic 
properties and botanic gardens face a future in 
which their original landscaping and collections 
cannot survive. 

•	 The increase in the number of extreme heat 
days annually is encroaching on attendance and 
outdoor space rentals. 

•	 The climate crisis is making insurance more 
expensive. Major insurers have already stopped 
writing new policies in California, Florida, and 
Louisiana, and this list of “uninsurable” areas is 
expected to grow. 

•	 Climate risk will put additional pressure on mu-
seums racing to document and preserve archaeo-
logical sites, habitats, and endangered species. 

Museums can respond to these challenges both 
internally, through how they operate, and externally, 
through how they work with their communities and 
influence the public. 

The Carbon Inventory Project estimates that 
the US museum sector annually emits an estimated 
4 million metric tons of CO2e, or carbon dioxide 
equivalent, which expresses the total greenhouse gases 
emitted in terms of the equivalent measurement of 
carbon dioxide. This is equivalent to the emissions of 
about 83,000 US households. As the Culture Over 
Carbon initiative points out, reducing those emissions 
by 30 percent would be the equivalent of taking three 
natural-gas–fired power plants offline or 271,000 cars 
off the road. If the entire sector reduced its annual 
energy consumption by 50 percent, the related emis-
sions reductions would be equivalent to eliminating 
five such power plants or 452,000 passenger vehicles 
(more than all the registered vehicles in Maine). 

There is consensus among the general public, even 
stronger among frequent museum-goers, that muse-
ums should be working to reduce their carbon foot-
prints and operate in more sustainable ways. These 
improvements could encompass design, construction, 
energy use, land management, digital activities, and 
all other aspects of museum operations. Choices 
range from moving the museum to a more sustain-
able site to reducing reliance on travelling exhibits 
and collection loans. Given the tremendous carbon 
output tied to computation and data storage on “the 
cloud,” museums may also need to assess the impact 

R E S 
O U R 
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Culture Over Carbon: Understanding the Impact of Museums’ Energy Use, New Buildings Institute, 2023  
This report shares energy data from more than 130 participating institutions, including zoos and aquariums, gardens, 
historic sites, and five types of museums. The report also includes recommendations for energy saving strategies 
geared to cultural institutions.  
ecprs.org/engagement/culture-over-carbon

Toolkit on Sustainability in the Museum Practice, International Committee for Museums and Collections of Modern Art  
Launched in 2021 and updated in 2023, this toolkit offers museums resources, tools, guidelines, and examples to 
promote sustainable change related to equity, inclusion, diversity, justice, environmental respect, and sustainable 
economic growth. 
bit.ly/46Or2kk
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https://www.nationalgeographic.com/pages/article/sea-level-rise-flood-global-warming-science
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2020/01/200122150021.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2020/01/200122150021.htm
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/interactive/2022/wildfire-risk-map-us/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/climate-environment/interactive/2022/wildfire-risk-map-us/
https://www.climatecentral.org/climate-matters/shifting-planting-zones-2023
https://www.climatecentral.org/climate-matters/more-risky-heat-days-in-232-us-locations
https://www.climatecentral.org/climate-matters/more-risky-heat-days-in-232-us-locations
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2022/04/22/climate-change-art-insurance-more-expensive
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2022/04/22/climate-change-art-insurance-more-expensive
https://www.cnn.com/2023/09/20/business/insurance-price-increase-risk-climate-first-street-dg/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2023/09/20/business/insurance-price-increase-risk-climate-first-street-dg/index.html
https://ecprs.org/engagement/carbon-inventory-project/
https://css.umich.edu/publications/factsheets/sustainability-indicators/carbon-footprint-factsheet
https://wilkeningconsulting.com/climate-change-in-museums-part-1-content-and-sustainability/
https://thereader.mitpress.mit.edu/the-staggering-ecological-impacts-of-computation-and-the-cloud/
https://ecprs.org/capacitybuilding/culture-over-carbon/
https://ecprs.org/capacitybuilding/culture-over-carbon/
https://cimam.org/sustainability-and-ecology-museum-practice/httpscimamorgsustainability-and-ecology-museum-practicecimams-toolkit-on-environmental-sustainability/
http://bit.ly/46Or2kk
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of their digital practices. (Even removing images 
from email signatures has a measurable impact on 
carbon emissions.)

Some of these changes will require museums to 
revisit and revise old standards, which can be deeply 
embedded in intransigent systems. The museum 
sector is slowly chipping away at inflexible and un-
sustainable standards for climate control, but even as 
some museums around the globe adjust their HVAC 
systems to allow a greater range of temperature and 
humidity, many contend with loan agreements that 
adhere to old conventions. 

There is overwhelming, broad-based support for 
museums of all types to educate the public about 
climate change. Not just science centers, natural 
history museums, zoos, and aquariums (as one might 
expect), but also art museums, history museums, his-
toric sites, and children’s museums. No other type of 
institution in American life is more trusted than mu-
seums, and when it comes to information on climate 
change specifically, only scientists and researchers 
rank as more credible. (It’s always good news when 
science wins.) 

What message should museums send when teach-
ing about the climate crisis? It may not be as simple as 
making more people understand, and believe, what is 
likely to happen. Research suggests that if people are 
confronted with projections that are too depressing 
and scary, they disengage and are even less likely 
to take action. (Case in point: How did reading the 
opening of this article make you feel?) Some advocate 
“climate optimism”: fostering change by helping 
people believe they can make a difference, creating a 
positive feedback loop of action and hope. 

Crafting the appropriate message is also compli-
cated by wide uncertainties around what we face. 
Museums can’t assure people “if you do this and 
support that, all will be well.” Even if we take every 
recommended action, many generations will live in a 
significantly warmer world. However, museums can 
help people understand that their actions can help 
avert the worst-case scenario while simultaneously 
preparing them to live in a profoundly altered world. 
Museums can help people think about uncomfortable 
truths and feel empowered to do things that can 
make things better. 

MUSEUMS  
MIGHT …
Internally, as organizations and as a sector
•	 Measure and report on their own carbon emissions 

as a first step toward reduction; integrate carbon 
goals into their strategic and operational plans.

•	 Implement climate-friendly policies and procedures 
that minimize emissions, such as supporting remote 
work. (Hybrid employees who work from home 
two to four days per week reduce their emissions 
by 11 to 29 percent compared to full-time on-site 
workers.)

•	 Question the dominant paradigm that success 
requires growth. What would “degrowth” look like 
in museums? Might it entail less travel for research, 
fewer loans, and capping the museum’s footprint 
and attendant energy costs?

•	 Make thoughtful decisions about funding. Some 
wealth is tied directly to practices that fuel the 
climate crisis. When are grants, sponsorships, 
or donations an appropriate form of reparative 
practice, and when do they insulate individuals and 
corporations from the need to make fundamental 
changes to their business models?

•	 Work together as a sector to revisit expectations on 
climate control so that museums are not required or 
pressured to conform to environmentally unsustain-
able standards.

•	 Join initiatives such as We Are Still In, the Museums 
& Climate Change Initiative, the Climate Heritage 
Network, and the Coalition of Museums for Climate 
Justice to foster organizational and collective action. 

Externally 
•	 Use their knowledge, perspective, and trusted 

status to advocate for climate actions by individuals, 
businesses, and government. 

•	 Motivate members of the public to take action by 
changing their own lifestyles and advocating for 
change at the local, state, and federal levels.

•	 Organize and host constructive community conver-
sations, workshops, speaker series, and programs 
that resonate across the political spectrum and help 
people think critically about these issues.

•	 Help individuals and communities cope with the 
stress and grief inflicted by climate impact.

https://blooloop.com/sustainability/opinion/ditch-email-signature-images-reduce-digital-carbon-footprint/
https://blooloop.com/sustainability/opinion/ditch-email-signature-images-reduce-digital-carbon-footprint/
https://connectingtocollections.org/environmental-guidelines-for-museums/
https://connectingtocollections.org/environmental-guidelines-for-museums/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/01/arts/design/museums-energy-climate-control.html?unlocked_article_code=fk5cssw0onCdlRkTZBh1TXYMOK1NKYbmjf5oHc4eL451tdtnOweBQTPuDnw1H0CwBQhC6YjZB7IcYPcSFg0MsIuLTTcoG4q2wWzzjSkXkBudfRsiIReJm4TkLrZnZ3CISXotaMZEcBmnNsmUVxH33mBFl20WBJA9JTDqOhMLJUm47XaIQyzs-ygNWknsDNZskc3hZGZAeFkNT_bY_Mx_9Hg_YWo6ymAZG46SXircOQ6ZnA9Hx7JH3zbUJAJFavECmxcKcbyPqYDK1hTKXGTxdnswPqTYzKAlknhy0mq_UDMu92wiEmZWT1OvLYUaOBk4jEK0h3fP0k7XbFYLlNSPTKLSaOEOQ736JZAUHg&smid=url-share
https://www.aam-us.org/2021/09/30/museums-and-trust-2021/
https://wilkeningconsulting.com/climate-change-in-museums-part-2-the-spectrum-of-climate-change-attitudes/
https://wilkeningconsulting.com/climate-change-in-museums-part-2-the-spectrum-of-climate-change-attitudes/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4972420/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/avivahwittenbergcox/2023/04/17/the-power-of-climate-optimists-flip-the-narrative-change-the-future/?sh=6e8b6e917d8b
https://www.anthropocenemagazine.org/2023/09/remote-work-is-better-for-the-climate-but-mainly-in-large-doses/
https://www.anthropocenemagazine.org/2023/09/remote-work-is-better-for-the-climate-but-mainly-in-large-doses/
https://www.aam-us.org/professional-networks/environment-and-climate-network/we-are-still-in/
https://mccnetwork.org/
https://mccnetwork.org/
https://www.climateheritage.org/
https://www.climateheritage.org/


MUSEUM 
EXAMPLES

In 2021, the board of the 
Discover Museum in Acton, 
Massachusetts, approved a 
five-year Sustainability Plan 
that outlines more than two 
dozen action steps across 
all areas of its operations to 
reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions and decrease its carbon 
footprint, reduce water usage, 
minimize waste generation, 
invest sustainably, and advo-
cate for climate action. All these 
steps support the larger goal 
of inspiring others to climate 
action. A cornerstone of the 
plan is the installation of a 326 
kWh solar array over a portion 
of the parking lot that generates 
more than 100 percent of the 
museum’s electricity on-site, 
with the excess sold to five 
other nonprofit organizations 
at a discount. The solar array, 
which became operational in 
summer 2022, represents a 
CO2 reduction equal to preserv-
ing 317 acres of forest. In June 
2022, the museum kicked off 
a first-of-its-kind carbon offset 
program for members, staff, and 
volunteers and in September 
2023 provided carbon offsets 
for all other visitors.

Each spring, the National Nor-
dic Museum in Seattle hosts 
corporate leaders, policymak-
ers, and scholars for its annual 
Nordic Innovation Summit. 
Launched in 2018, the summit 
strengthens ties between the 
technology and innovation 
sectors in the Nordic countries 
and the Pacific Northwest—two 
regions advancing cleantech 
solutions. It is now a week-long 
event that serves over 400 
on-site attendees and thou-
sands through a live webcast. 
The theme of 2023’s summit 
was “Sustaining Sustainabil-
ity”—the idea that by doing 
good (through environmental, 
social, and governance commit-
ments), a company can do well 
financially. Highlights included 
Governor Jay Inslee pitching 
business opportunities in Wash-
ington State to Nordic cleantech 
companies; Henrik Henriksson, 
CEO of H2 Green Steel, sharing 
how his company is reducing 
95 percent of carbon emissions 
in the industry; and executives 
at Volta Truck discussing the US 
launch of their 16-ton, all-elec-
tric commercial vehicle. This 
program exemplifies how the 
National Nordic Museum lives 
its values as a neutral convener 
for climate-crisis cooperation.

In 2021, the Peabody Essex 
Museum (PEM) in Salem, Mas-
sachusetts, launched a Climate 
+ Environment Initiative with the 
goal of sparking conversation, 
motivating action, and inspiring 
creative solutions. Designed to 
be simultaneously outward-fac-
ing and inward-looking, the 
initiative produces a series of 
ongoing exhibitions and public 
programs while implement-
ing institutional protocols to 
mitigate climate impact, such 
as creating reusable exhibition 
design systems, offering sus-
tainable products in the shop, 
and transitioning to renewable 
energy sources. A muse-
um-wide staff cohort meets 
regularly to propose ideas to 
make PEM a more sustainable 
and climate-forward institution. 
PEM also hosts Salem’s annual 
Preservation in a Changing 
Climate conference with the city 
and has recently partnered with 
Mass Audubon to help establish 
a regional Youth Climate Lead-
ers Club. Through its efforts, 
PEM seeks to be a community 
partner and a hub for engage-
ment, empowering other organi-
zations to take similar actions to 
confront the biggest challenge 
of our time.
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https://www.discoveryacton.org/media/3128/download?inline
https://nordicmuseum.org/events/innovation
https://nordicmuseum.org/events/innovation
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Dropping the 
Degree
Sixty percent of 
Americans may find their
job search stalling when they hit 
a “paper ceiling” that ensures 
that applicants without a four-
year college degree advance 
only so far. This requirement 

excludes 70 percent of Black job 
seekers, 80 percent of Latinos, 
and three-quarters of American 
Indians and Alaskan Natives.

Many of the positions above 
this ceiling don’t actually require 
college experience, and many 

potential workers have acquired 
relevant skills through alternative 
routes, including community 
college, military service, and on-
the-job experience. But requiring 
a degree has become a common 
practice in part because it is an 

TrendsWatch 2024 / aam-us.org  35

Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site (ESPHS) overhauled its recruitment 
strategy to hire “returning citizens”—people with lived experience behind 
prison walls. ESPHS encourages other museums to follow suit and include 
returning citizens in interpreting and reimagining museums.
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https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2022/educational-attainment.html


SHORT  
TAKE

The Tear the Paper Ceiling art installation, made up of 
more than 30,000 resumes, was presented by Google.org 
at the 2023 ASU+GSV Summit in San Diego, California. 

efficient way to filter a deluge of 
digital applications. 

The paper ceiling doesn’t just 
keep people from getting jobs; it 
damages lives in a host of ways. 
In the US, people without a four-
year degree are less likely to own 
their own home, are more likely 
to suffer from depression, and 
have a life-expectancy eight years 
shorter than their college-edu-
cated peers. While it’s difficult 
to untangle cause and effect, it’s 
clear that barriers to hiring help 
fuel the social and economic 
stratification of society.

Museums and  
the Paper Ceiling 
Data suggests museums have 
succumbed to “over-credential-
ing” as well. Ninety percent of 

museum workers represented in 
the last national salary survey, 
in 2017, held at least a bachelor’s 
degree, versus 33 percent of 
the general population. More 
than 77 percent of technician/
preparators (a position described 
as “typically requiring manual 
skills related to duties”) have a 
four-year degree or higher. This 
overshoot may stem in part from 
the attitudes and behavior of job 
seekers: for example, highly edu-
cated creatives may see museum 
employment as a desirable way 
to fund their independent work. 
However, having a large pool of 
highly credentialed applicants 
can normalize museums’ expecta-
tion that they can, and therefore 
should, fill these positions with 
college graduates.

Two challenges are pushing mu-
seums to revisit traditional hiring 
practices, the most recent being 
the nonprofit labor shortage. As 
museums recover and restaff fol-
lowing the pandemic, 60 percent 
of directors report they are having 
trouble filling open positions. 
Another impetus is that many mu-
seums are stalling or even losing 
ground in their efforts to attract 
and retain a more racially diverse 
workforce. Facing these challenges, 
museums might want to rip down 
the paper ceiling to widen the pool 
of potential applicants, increase the 
diversity of their workforce, and 
contribute to an equitable society.

Other job sectors are already 
“dropping the degree.” In the past 
year, major companies including 
Kellogg’s, General Motors, and 
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Bank of America announced 
they will stop requiring four-year 
degrees for a wide variety of po-
sitions. Governments are trying 
it, too: in 2023 Virginia became 
the 30th state to review roles 
and remove unnecessary degree 
requirements from thousands of 
public-sector jobs. As a tool to 
advance diversity, equity, acces-
sibility, and inclusion (DEAI), 
degree reform is systemic and 
potentially sustainable, in con-
trast to one-and-done approaches 
that rely on diversity training 
seminars or job fairs. 

In museums, the degree in 
question might be a B.A. or B.S., 
but for some positions it might be 
a master’s or a Ph.D. Expectations 
regarding advanced degrees are 
even more exclusionary than un-
dergraduate degrees, with respect 
to race and socioeconomic back-
ground, and often result in people 
embarking on museum careers 
burdened by significant student 
debt. It’s worth remembering that 
museums’ focus on advanced ac-
ademic credentials is a relatively 
recent development. The ranks of 
successful, prominent directors 
without advanced credentials 
include Julianna Force, who 
began as a personal secretary 
and rose to become founding 
director of the Whitney Museum 
of Art in New York City in 1930; 
J. Carter Brown, who held an 
M.B.A. when he became director 
of the National Gallery of Art in 
Washington, DC; and Ron Chew, 
who did not have a bachelor’s 
degree when he became executive 
director of Seattle’s Wing Luke 
Asian Museum in 1991. 

If Not Degrees, Then What?
Degrees are often used as 
proxies for criteria that wouldn’t 
withstand scrutiny. It’s well 
documented that, left to their 
own devices, people tend to hire 
applicants they feel comfortable 
with, people who share their 
background, interests, experi-
ence, and cultural references. 
That very human tendency is 
directly at odds with museums’ 
desire to recruit and retain staff 
who reflect the racial and cultural 
diversity of their communities. 
Weaning an organization from 
over-reliance on credentialing 
starts with managers taking a 
hard look at the skills a job really 
needs. If a position requires time 
management and social and com-
munications skills, for example, 
what other ways might applicants 
demonstrate these abilities?

Some employers are replac-
ing degree-based hiring with 
“skills-based hiring,” assessing 
applicants’ practical knowledge, 
experience, and demonstrated 
skills and competencies. These 
approaches come with their own 
drawbacks. Some employers have 
implemented “challenge-based 
hiring”—requiring applicants 
to brainstorm ideas, solve a 
problem, or write an essay. This 

imposes a time burden on ap-
plicants, and in some cases asks 
them to donate material of real 
value (whether or not they get 
the job). Degrees are binary—an 
applicant does or doesn’t have 
one. (Granted, degrees from 
some institutions may be more 
prestigious than others, but that’s 
a whole other bundle of bias.) 
Knowledge and experience are 
more nuanced and harder to 
assess. How can museums create 
systems for reviewing applica-
tions that are fair and equitable 
but also don’t eat unreasonable 
amounts of staff time? 

Once a museum has recruited a 
more diverse workforce, managers 
face another set of challenges: 
ensuring these new staff members 
want to stay. Employers may need 
to provide training in hard or soft 
skills and examine the organiza-
tional culture to ensure it is wel-
coming for new hires who don’t 
share the background, norms, and 
experiences represented in the 
dominant institutional culture. 

It may not be a simple solution, 
or a magic fix, but examining 
when they might want to drop the 
degree for particular roles could 
be a healthy first step for museums 
to take on the road to effective, 
fair, and equitable hiring.In
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https://www.brookings.edu/articles/states-are-leading-the-way-in-tearing-the-paper-ceiling-and-making-good-jobs-available-to-workers-without-degrees/
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Digital twins: digital models of 
objects, systems, or processes (e.g., 
buildings, machines, distribution 
systems) that exist or could exist 
in the real world. These interactive 
models use real or fictional data 
input to visualize, simulate, or 
predict how their real-world 

counterparts will respond to vari-
ous situations and conditions. For 
example, Shanghai has commis-
sioned a digital twin of the whole 
city that will use data from satel-
lites, drones, and sensors to model 
100,000 elements, including waste 
disposal, traffic, and the potential 

Digital Twins and Doom Loops 
A brief guide to terms that may be popping  
up in your news feeds.

FOR YOUR
RADAR

Digital twin  
of an oil rig.
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https://www.unrealengine.com/en-US/spotlights/51world-creates-digital-twin-of-the-entire-city-of-shanghai
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An empty Market Street in San Francisco, 
California, in April 2022. 

thousands of sensors that measure 
everything from temperature and 
humidity to vibration and light, 
into a digital model that helps staff 
reduce energy use, identify threats 
to collections, and prioritize re-
pairs and improvements. 

Doom loops: a negative feedback 
cycle in which the damaging 
effects of a disruption spark a 
downward spiral that is difficult 
to reverse. Currently, much 
attention is being given to urban 
doom loops sparked by the pan-
demic, when remote work emp-
tied office buildings and prompt-
ed many people to relocate to 

areas with lower costs of living. 
The resulting lower foot traffic, 
job loss due to small business 
closures, and disinvestment in 
city services resulting from lower 
tax revenues led to an increase in 
homelessness and crime, making 
it less likely that people and 
businesses will return to former 
urban cores. Researchers warn 
that a climate doom loop may 
result from the fact that climate 
disasters (extreme heat, storms, 
floods, fires) are diverting money 
and attention from the efforts 
needed to curb emissions and 
reform the systems fueling the 
climate crisis. 

effects of natural disasters. The 
Neurotwin project is creating 
personalized digital twins of in-
dividual human brains to predict 
the effects of using electromagnets 
to treat Alzheimer’s disease. 
The Natural History Museum 
in London feeds data, from Sh
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https://www.neurotwin.eu/
https://www.simpson-associates.co.uk/2020/06/simpson-associates-unlocks-hidden-data-for-the-natural-history-museum-nhm-helping-meet-its-vision-of-championing-the-natural-world-and-our-global-future/


TREND  
ALERT

Combating the  
Loneliness Crisis

In 2019, the temporary 
Torro Loneliness Museum 
opened in Beijing to help 
people “accept and cast 

aside their loneliness.”
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In May 2023, Dr. Vivek 
Murthy released Our Epidemic 
of Loneliness and Isolation: The 
U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory 
on the Healing Effects of Social 
Connection and Community. Such 
advisories are issued to address 
“significant health challenges that 
require the nation’s immediate 
awareness and action.” The first, 
in 1964, tackled smoking and 
tobacco use. Subsequent advi-
sories covered preventing and 
decreasing overweight and obe-
sity (2001) and using naloxone to 
prevent opioid overdoses (2022). 
In this latest report, Murthy calls 
on the US to make the same 
investments in addressing social 
connection that we have made in 
combating tobacco use, obesity, 
and the addiction crisis.

What is the extent  
of this crisis?
About a third of US adults 45 and 
older suffer from loneliness; that 
figure rises to nearly 80 percent 
in young adults 18 to 24. The 
incidence of loneliness is particu-
larly high among vulnerable older 
adults, including immigrants; les-
bian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der populations; minorities; and 
victims of elder abuse. Economists 
estimate that loneliness costs the 
US economy $406 billion a year 
due to lost work days and adds 
an estimated $6.7 billion a year to 
Medicare costs for socially isolat-
ed older adults.

Why is loneliness a 
significant health challenge? 
Research shows that loneliness 

and isolation are linked to sleep 
problems, inflammation, and im-
mune changes in younger adults. 
In older people, they’re tied to 
symptoms such as pain, insomnia, 
depression, anxiety, and shorter 
life span. In people of all ages, they 
are associated with higher risks 
of heart disease, stroke, diabetes, 
addiction, suicide, self-harm, and 
dementia. 

What are some root causes 
of this epidemic? 
More Americans are living alone. 
According to US Census data, the 
number of one-person households 
soared from 8 percent in 1940 
to an estimated 29 percent in 
2022. Now roughly 13 percent of 
American adults live alone, from 
4 percent of adults 18–24 to 26 
percent of those 65 and older. 

The decline of organized reli-
gion. Churches have traditionally 
been a critical “third place” where 
people socialize and connect with 
their community, but participation 
in organized religion is at an 
all-time low, with roughly 3 in 10 
adults now religiously unaffiliat-
ed. Sixty-eight percent of adults 
report attending religious services 
a few times a year or less.

The rise of social media. 
Teens spend an average of 4.8 
hours a day on social media. 
While these platforms were ini-
tially hailed as a great connector, 
they have demonstrably contrib-
uted to the mental health crisis 
among young people by fostering 
unrealistic expectations regard-
ing appearance and facilitating 
cyberbullying.  

What can museums do?
The surgeon general’s report makes 
the following recommendations 
for how cultural organizations can 
help combat this epidemic: 
•	 Create opportunities and 

spaces for inclusive social 
connection and establish 
programs that foster positive 
and safe relationships. 

•	 Embed social connection in 
internal policies, practices, 
programs, and evaluations. 

•	 Actively seek and build part-
nerships with other commu-
nity institutions…to create a 
culture of connection in the 
broader community. 

•	 Advance public education 
and awareness efforts to in-
troduce and elevate the topic 
in programs and exhibits. 

•	 Create and provide educa-
tion, resources, and support 
programs for community 
members and key popu-
lations: community-wide 
social events, volunteering, 
network-building, and profes-
sional development. 

•	 Foster a culture of connection 
in the broader community 
by highlighting examples of 
healthy social connection and 
leading by example.

https://legacy.cigna.com/static/www-cigna-com/docs/about-us/newsroom/studies-and-reports/combatting-loneliness/loneliness-and-its-impact-on-the-american-workplace.pdf
https://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/ppi/2017/10/medicare-spends-more-on-socially-isolated-older-adults.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/emotional-wellbeing/social-connectedness/loneliness.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/emotional-wellbeing/social-connectedness/loneliness.htm
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2023/06/more-than-a-quarter-all-households-have-one-person.html
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/12/14/about-three-in-ten-u-s-adults-are-now-religiously-unaffiliated/
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2021/12/14/about-three-in-ten-u-s-adults-are-now-religiously-unaffiliated/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/512576/teens-spend-average-hours-social-media-per-day.aspx
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/social-media/index.html
https://www.hhs.gov/surgeongeneral/priorities/youth-mental-health/social-media/index.html
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