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Introduction Key Dilemmas & Challenges for Museums Emerging Best Practices Conclusions

| investigated three case studies of
artists’ exhibitions that generated
controversy.

The works confronted homophobia,
racism, capital punishment and
cultural appropriation.

All faced either protests, social
media criticism and civil unrest. In

some cases, outcries resulted in
the exhibition being cancelled.

| examine the controversy in light of
the complicated issues museums
as organizations face and to see, in
hindsight, what might be “best
practices” when dealing with crises.

Methods

Literature Analysis
Semi-structured Interviews
Researching Archival Materials

Museum staff may not be adequately educated on
sensitive issues before they arise.

Museums often look at exhibitions short term without
considering their effect on long term financial and
operating strategies.

Museum leadership and staff fail to formulate a
collective view when dealing with the media or the
public to avoid inaccurate or misleading information.
In dealing with social media, museums are often not
discerning in presenting basic facts about the
exhibition and the artist.

One museum’s decision to cancel an exhibition may
adversely affect other institutions.

Museums may not always be aware of every interest
group who could have strong opinions.

The decision to cancel an exhibition may affect the
credibility of a museum as it may fail to address an
important issue.

Museums must be prepared to deal with
demonstrations or other attacks.

Pre-plan and follow up with discussions of the show’s
concept for the public and stakeholders, highlighting
its message. Prepare the public by communicating
with groups who may have an interest or could be
affected.

Establish relationships with individuals and
community leaders, including local government,
schools, universities, faith groups and pertinent
nonprofits.

To undertake and manage exhibition financing,
museums should assure sponsors are not in a
position to appear to endorse or retract from
contentious issues or have decision making power.
Programming should be organized to contextualize
the work, educate and engage the community.

Be educated about your audience and fully informed
of current events in the community and the world
which may have an effect on an exhibition.

Prepare all museum staff in advance with a dialogue
to address difficult questions.

Museum exhibitions can be
effective tools for artists to
address issues, often
before the public is either
aware or willing to confront
them.

At the same time,
museums depend on
funders and the public’s
support. It is a challenging
dilemma to be a bold
organization without
adversely affecting
relationships and
reputations.

Current best practices
focus on well-planned
communication and
community outreach before
opening a controversial
exhibition, with the goal
being to foster community
engagement and trust.
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