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Abstract Museum visitors are not reflective of the diver-

sity present in communities around the nation. In this

study, we investigate the racial and ethnic diversity of art

museum participants as well as the potential motivations

and barriers to visiting a museum. Using the General Social

Survey, we examine race and ethnicity and arts participa-

tion in the USA. We find Black individuals are less likely

to attend an art museum than white individuals. Certain

motivations and barriers to participating may explain part

of the lack of diversity. We find Black and Latinx indi-

viduals are motivated to participate in art museums for

cultural heritage reasons more than white individuals, but

race and ethnicity are unrelated to perceiving admission

fees as a barrier. This research highlights the urgency in the

field to make museums more inclusive.

Keywords Arts participation � Museums � Race and

ethnicity � Inclusion

Introduction

Discussions of diversity, inclusion, and equity continue to

grow in the arts and museums. However, the scholarly

focus has been largely on the diversity of boards,

employees, and volunteers (Weisinger et al. 2016). While

national governments, like the UK, Australia, and Canada,

have mandated museums to become more inclusive (Aus-

tralia Council for the Arts 2020; Hooper-Greenhill 1994;

Kinsley 2016; Sandell and Nightingale 2012), American

museums have had difficulty finding a consistent path that

is welcoming to audiences. In a world aspiring for equality

and equity, museums are critically reevaluating their role in

society.

Although community connection is a cornerstone of

many arts capital projects (Frumkin and Kolendo 2014)

and the arts provide a multitude of benefits at both the

individual and community levels (e.g., McCarthy et al.

2001; Onyx et al. 2018), participants do not reflect the

general population. Overall participation in the USA is at a

low rate. Merely 23% of US adults attend an art exhibit

every year; 27% of those individuals who participated were

white, 17% of individuals were Black, and 16% of indi-

viduals were Latinx (National Endowment for the Arts

2019). In this study, we first examine whether race and

ethnicity are significant predictors of art museum

participation.

We then examine specific motivations for and barriers to

arts participation by focusing on the role of cultural rep-

resentation and cost. While research demonstrates a cor-

relation between museum participation, higher

socioeconomic status, and higher levels of education (e.g.,

Bowman et al. 2019; DiMaggio and Ostrower 1990; Falk

1995; Farrell and Medvedeva 2010; Jun et al. 2008; Phillip

1993), it is unclear whether and to what extent cost may be

a potential barrier to participation (Acevedo and Madara

2015; Garibay 2009; Jun et al. 2008; NEA Office of

Research & Analysis 2015). In addition, low participation

of diverse audiences could be attributed to the insufficient

cultural representation on museum walls and in museum

halls (Acevedo and Madara 2015; Garibay 2009; Phillips
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1993). We will investigate whether admission costs and the

lack of representation influence museum participation.

Museums have the potential to serve more people; for

that reason it is important to learn who is and is not par-

ticipating, and why. Engaging a broad audience is vital to

the sector and practitioners, as ‘‘diversity is a widespread

goal among museums,’’ and can encourage and promote

positive change and potentially increase participation

numbers (Werner et al. 2014, p. 192). Supporting cultural

representation with internal policies and protocols and

externally with museum programs and exhibits could

motivate diverse audiences to participate (Ostrower 2008).

Finally, despite some institutional leaders assuming that

admission fees negatively impact the participation of

diverse audiences; cost might not be a barrier to some

audiences.

The goal of this study is to examine how race and eth-

nicity correspond to art museum participation and to gain

insight into the motivations for and barriers to participa-

tion. We begin with a background summary of the museum

field, followed by a review of the relevant literature, the-

ory, and hypotheses. Next, we describe the data from the

General Social Survey and present our findings, concluding

with a discussion of the results and implications.

The Museum Field

The evolution of museums from small private collections

to massive public exhibits was not linear, from collecting

precious treasures to actively preserving objects to creating

educational programming around artworks. The museum

model has varied throughout time and place. Still, muse-

ums have a history of being exclusive places for the elite

few, led by authoritative curatorial voices that were rarely

challenged. This narrow focus can sometimes still be seen

today; Ostrower (2020) interviewed board members of

organizations to illustrate the elitism that persists as

wealthy board members often donate or promise works of

art to the museums they serve in exchange for network

opportunities with prestigious institutions with members of

their class. ‘‘Yet this same elite status leaves them poorly

positioned to serve as the bridge between the organization

and wide segments of the community who are outside of

their class’’ (Ostrower 2020, p. 84). Eventually, the

museum was reinvented to become a public space with an

emphasis on the visitor experience tasked with the pro-

duction and dissemination of knowledge (Hooper-Green-

hill 2010; Simmons 2016). Today, the field moves to

reconceptualize traditional conventions and renew the

relationship between the organization and its audiences,

with the intent of bringing the two closer together to enable

a broader appreciation of the museum for all.

Since museum-going has complex roots, underlying

variances in cultural and leisure values exist among par-

ticipants (Falk 1995). One of the main differences in par-

ticipation could be tied to forms of exclusion, suggesting

there are numerous approaches to museum participation

(DiMaggio and Ostrower 1990; Ostrower 2008; Phillip

1993). In the USA, museums have a history of racial dis-

crimination; Black Americans were excluded from visiting

some cultural sites until the start of the Civil Rights

Movement when public spaces like museums began to

desegregate (DiMaggio and Ostrower 1990). The Hispanic

population has also experienced modern forms of exclusion

from museums, noting a lack of bilingual services and

interpretation, as well as Hispanic representation in staff,

content, and perspective (Stein et al. 2008). Faced with

historic issues of segregation and exclusion of Black

individuals, and a growing Latinx population that will

encompass 30% of the nation’s population by 2050 (Farrell

and Medvedeva 2010). Museums continue to contend with

balancing institutional missions and a focus on their audi-

ences. While museums no longer explicitly discriminate,

they must recognize that their audiences are not diverse.

This will be the first step for organizations to truly move

toward practicing more inclusive approaches.

In the USA, the overarching mandates for museums are

the national policies that apply to all businesses and

organizations. In the 1970s, as federal funding shifted to

include racially underrepresented groups and women,

museums were also required to have diverse staff members

(Faden 2007). Fath Davis Ruffins, curator of Black History

at the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American His-

tory, was one of three people hired under the affirmative

action program (Sandell and Nightingale 2012). Ruffins

recalls: ‘‘historically what has been collected at the

Smithsonian has been because a person was really inter-

ested in that particular thing’’ (Sandell and Nightingale

2012, p. 19). In other words, if museum staff was not

diverse, the museum’s collection was not diverse, and what

was chosen to be displayed was limited; ultimately, per-

petuating exclusion in the field (Hooper-Greenhill 1994).

Although museums have not completely ignored Latinx

and Black artists or stories; they have been underrepre-

sented in museum spaces, and museum staff have struggled

to present relevant offerings (Berger 1992).

Representative bureaucracy, the idea that government

should reflect the people it serves (e.g., Kingsley 1944;

Mosher 1968; Krislov 1974; Selden 1997), can be extended

to museums, where museum leadership and staff reflect

society for all people to feel museums are relevant to them.

Passive representation is the extent to which the bureau-

cracy reflects the population, while active representation is

the extent to which employees act on behalf of those rep-

resented. The move from passive to active representation
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often depends upon discretion, policy congruence between

the bureaucrat and the social or group identity, and for

women, the issue tends to also be gendered (Riccucci and

Van Ryzin 2017). While representative bureaucracy theory

originated in government, it may extend to other public-

serving organizations like museums. Diverse staff could

actively represent their racial and ethnic groups by advo-

cating for culturally representative artwork, exhibits, and

programming.

Yet museum staffs are far from representative. In 2014,

the national museum professional organization, American

Alliance of Museums (AAM), released its first diversity

and inclusion policy statement. Despite the museum sec-

tor’s attention to the idea of inclusion, museums have not

been able to diversify their workforce (Kinsley 2016). In

2015, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation found from a

demographic survey of art museum staff that 76% of the

workforce was white with only a slight change in

2018–72% (2019). There is value in boards that reflect their

community (e.g., Bernstein and Bilimoria 2013; Gazley

et al. 2010; Solebello et al. 2016); therefore, there is value

in museum leaders and employees that reflect the popula-

tion served; this ensures all people feel represented.

Theory and Hypotheses

Critical race theory (CRT) provides an important lens to

consider in explaining the race and ethnic gap in museum

participation. CRT argues that racial power imbalances due

to the history of slavery, segregation, and racism in the

USA persist over time and permeate throughout society.

Through this lens, Kraehe and Acuff (2013) argue, ‘‘White

Euro American experiences often have been the standard

by which all other racial groups’ experiences are measured,

thus, the experiences and interests of Whites are normal-

ized’’ (p. 297). CRT provides a much-needed lens to

examine administrative decisions, for instance, when

dealing with hiring practices or affirmative action policies,

and the hidden influence of such legislations. Even with

thoughtful policies, internal bias can exist within an insti-

tution (Sandell and Nightingale 2012). For example:

[…] at MoMA a white, female supervisor asked us, if

we knew anyone who would be ‘‘a great addition to

the team.’’ I recommended two Latinx colleagues

who are amazing, bilingual educators and have sev-

eral years of experience specific to the position. Only

one got an interview and wasn’t ultimately hired […]

But ultimately it’s more important to maintain the

status quo and keep hiring people who look and think

like the administrative staff, or who can be molded to

do so (Change the Museum 2020).

A CRT framework allows museum leaders and profes-

sionals to consider museum practices and programs while

taking into account diversity and inclusion.

We will approach race and ethnicity together; accepting

that both concepts are fluid, complex constructs that are

deeply connected to the individual’s idea of self. We

understand race as a reference to the physical characteris-

tics of a person and ethnicity as the cultural or national

characteristics of a collection of people (Kendall, Linden &

Murray, 2008). Race and ethnicity are vital with regard to

how different aspects of arts and culture are perceived and

experienced by different individuals (Hall 2010).

Ostensibly, the importance of knowing a visitor’s

race is that people of the same race share some of the

same history, experiences, language, and beliefs—

which are actually defining elements of a culture. It is

these cultural characteristics that are relevant to

connecting with museum visitors presumably affect-

ing what they already know or believe to be true,

what interests and motivates them, and how to best

communicate with them (Werner et al. 2014, p. 193).

Furthermore, as the racial and ethnic composition of the

American population continues to shift and become more

diverse, museums have no choice but to become institu-

tions that actively engage with diverse populations and

practice inclusivity, or risk becoming irrelevant to broad

sectors of the community.

Diversity encompasses visible and nonvisible differ-

ences including culture, socio-economic status, and values;

with the intent to celebrate, promote, and respect those

differences (Sandell and Nightingale 2012). An inclusive

approach suggests that museums actively address barriers,

especially for people at risk of exclusion (Kinsley 2016).

For museums, inclusion can be addressed through the

intentional process of combating exclusion through cul-

tural, social, political, and economic means, demonstrating

respect for all members of society (American Alliance of

Museums 2018; Coleman 2018).

Arts Participation: The Role of Exclusion

Exclusion from educational and economic systems is mir-

rored in the exclusion from museums (Kinsley 2016).

Individual educational attainment is connected to the way

people think about, participate in, and enjoy a variety of art

and cultural forms (DiMaggio and Useem 1980; DiMaggio

and Mukhtar 2008; Falk 1995; Phillip 1993; Reeves 2015;

NEA 2015). Falk (1995) found that educated individuals

were nearly twice as likely to visit as those with less

education. Relatedly, DiMaggio and Mukhtar (2008) found

a decline in arts participation from high school graduates

between 1982 and 2002. Interestingly, participation
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patterns can be passed from one generation to the next;

well-educated parents tend to invest in their children’s

education and are more likely to value art activities and

participate together than parents of lower socioeconomic

status (Bourdieu 1973; Di Maggio and Useem 1980).

Socioeconomic factors play a key role in arts partici-

pation. Variations in arts participation extend to income

and occupation (DiMaggio and Useem 1980; Erickson

2008; Falk 1995; Jun et al. 2008; NEA 2015). Research has

found that as personal income increases the number of

barriers to participation decreases (Falk 1995; Jun et al.

2008). The NEA (2015) reports 78% of people who named

cost as a barrier to participation identified it as the most

important barrier they faced when deciding whether to

participate. In most museums’ visitors pay a fee for access

or improved access; therefore, people with lower incomes

might have limited or no access, and people with higher

incomes have a greater array of opportunities (Erickson

2008). Understanding the current demographics, values,

needs, and interests and how these aspects contribute to

visitor participation is increasingly important to a muse-

um’s success.

Race, Ethnicity, and Arts Participation

Research finds the typical profile of a museum-goer in the

USA is white, and visitors who identify as Black or Latinx

have notably lower rates and are underrepresented in

museum participation (Coffee 2008; Farrell and Medve-

deva 2010; National Endowment for the Art 2015; NEA

Office of Research & Analysis 2015; Phillip 1993). Using

the Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, DiMaggio

and Ostrower (1990) found 23.4% of white Americans

visited an art museum or exhibit compared to only 13.1%

of Black Americans. Based on interviews with 333 Black

individuals, Falk (1995) found that 48.9% of respondents

had visited a museum, but this was only once every several

years. Race and ethnicity seem to continue to influence arts

participation in the USA. However, few examine both race

and ethnicity and disentangle race and ethnicity from

socioeconomic factors.

Due to the history of exclusion and the continued lack of

representation in museums, Black individuals may con-

tinue to feel excluded from and underrepresented in art

museums and the arts. Based on descriptive reports of a

racial gap in arts participation and the historical exclusion

of racially underrepresented groups, we hypothesize:

H1a Black individuals are less likely to participate in art

museums than white individuals.

H1b Latinx individuals are less likely to participate in art

museums than white individuals.

Reasons for Participation: The Role of Cultural

Representation

Cultural representation ‘‘refers to the extent to which an

individual’s cultural heritage is represented within the

mainstream culture’’ (Azmat and Rentschler 2017, p. 377).

This concept consists of producing and sharing meaning

and knowledge with others (Hall 2010). A museum exhibit

could be described as a system of representation, producing

meaning through word choice, storytelling, or imagery,

validating works of art and objects through a particular

perspective such as art history, anthropology, or science

(Hall 2010). Historically, museums made some cultures

visible and others invisible. Each decision to display one

work of art over another is a choice on how to represent art

and culture and each choice has a consequence, especially

between those who are doing the exhibiting and those who

are being exhibited, excluded, or misrepresented (Hall

2010). Rentschler et al. (2017) highlight the importance of

relationship building between audiences and organizations.

Since most visitors feel comfortable in museums regardless

of race (Falk 1995; Jun et al. 2008), perhaps the race and

ethnic gap in participation is due to the shortage of cultural

representation in museums (Acevedo and Madara 2015;

Garibay 2009).

Research illustrates the role of cultural representation

for both Black and Latinx populations. Ostrower (2008)

determined that ‘‘expanding the notion of diversity to

encompass motivations and experience would strengthen

our characterizations and interpretation of people’s

involvement in culture and help managers and policy-

makers craft more effective initiatives to expand it’’ (p. 86).

Using findings from the 2004 Urban Institute’s national

survey of cultural participation, Ostrower (2008) found

50% of Black and 43% of Latinx survey respondents were

more likely than white respondents to express a desire to

learn about or celebrate their cultural heritage as a moti-

vation to participate. Stein et al. (2008) found Latinx vis-

itors indicated feeling a strong personal connection to

Aztec, Maya, and Spanish collections. Both US-born and

foreign-born Latinx individuals highly valued connecting

to their culture in a museum space (Acevedo and Madara

2015; Garibay 2009; Stein et al. 2008). Furthermore, Lat-

inx audiences revealed that bilingual labels were essential

to their museum experience (Acevedo and Madara 2015;

Stein et al. 2008). Likewise, Phillips (1993) found that

Black individuals ranked cultural resources and represen-

tation of ‘‘tribal costumes’’ higher than white individuals

(p. 301).

I get really excited when there’s an exhibit about

black culture, which means those exhibits don’t come

around very often […] That’s what would draw me
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into museums more. Exhibits about the art and cul-

ture of nonwhite people. Because usually when I see

people that look like me on museums walls they are

wearing shackles and chains. Which is important. I do

want to learn about the painful parts of our history,

but I’d like to see more positive things as well. (Jones

2016).

People participate in art museums for a variety of rea-

sons, but cultural representation is a primary motivator for

racially underrepresented groups. Diverse audiences value

museums that are culturally relevant and reflect the com-

munities they serve. Based on the importance of cultural

representation, we hypothesize:

H2a Black individuals are more likely to be motivated to

participate in art museums due to cultural heritage reasons

than white individuals.

H2b Latinx individuals are more likely to be motivated to

participate in art museums due to cultural heritage reasons

than white individuals.

Barriers to Participation: The Role of Cost

In addition to motivations to participate in museums, some

may want to participate but are unable due to a variety of

factors. The cost of admission is often cited as one of the

most common barriers to participation (Acevedo and

Madara 2015; Garibay 2009; Jun et al. 2008; NEA Office

of Research & Analysis 2015), but people also face social,

ability, and personal barriers (Kottasz 2015). Admission

prices and policies can be associated with issues of eco-

nomic efficiency and visitor equity (Bailey and Falconer

1998). Perhaps unsurprisingly, people at higher-income

levels were just as likely as people at lower-income levels

to attend art exhibits on free admission days (NEA Office

of Research & Analysis 2015). However, Bowman et al.

(2019) found that on free admission days the sample

included significantly higher percentages of Latinx and

Black participants and a significantly lower percentage of

white participants. While free admission days could

potentially increase audience diversity, the occasional free

day will not promote inclusion or attract visitors who lack

motivation (Bowman et al. 2019). The relationship

between admission cost and arts participation is far from

simple.

Applying a CRT perspective, perhaps cost dispropor-

tionately burdens some racial and ethnic groups more than

others. Descriptive findings on Latinx visitors suggest that

affordability and cost were important criteria for partici-

pation (Acevedo and Madara 2015; Garibay 2009; Stein

et al. 2008). Budget constraints are real for some visitors,

but it is unclear whether removing admission fees would

benefit diverse audiences. Consequently, we examine cost

as a barrier to participation, hypothesizing:

H3a Black individuals are more likely to consider the cost

of admission as a barrier to participating in art museums

than white individuals.

H3b Latinx individuals are more likely to consider the

cost of admission as a barrier to participating in art

museums than white individuals.

Methods

Data

This study draws upon data from the 2016 General Social

Survey (GSS), a national project from the independent

research organization NORC at the University of Chicago

that includes a Cultural Module with questions pertaining

to museum and arts participation. A total of 4327 adults

were interviewed from a random selection of households

from across the USA with a response rate of 61.3% (Smith

et al. 2016). The total number of cases varies for each

dependent variable. We first examine how race and eth-

nicity relate to arts participation with a sample of 1159 that

were asked the Cultural Module questions. Next, we

examine how race and ethnicity influence whether and the

extent to which cultural heritage is a motivation for arts

participation with a sample of 243 respondents who

attended an art exhibit in the past year and responded to the

motivation questions. Lastly, we examine cost as a barrier

to participation with a sample of 119 respondents who

wanted to attend an art exhibit in the past year but were

unable and responded to the barrier question.

Dependent Variables

We first examine the relationship between race and eth-

nicity and arts participation and then among those who

attend the arts, cultural heritage as a motivation for

attending, and among those who were interested in

attending but unable, cost as a barrier. The first dependent

variable, arts participation, is an indicator variable for the

question: ‘‘During the last 12 months, did you go to an art

exhibit, such as paintings, sculpture, textiles, graphic

design, or photography?’’ with yes coded as 1 and no coded

as 0. Nearly a third (32%) of the sample attended an art

exhibit in the past year.

People may participate in the arts for several reasons.

For our second dependent variable, we examine whether

and the extent to which cultural heritage is a motivator.

Here, respondents were asked: ‘‘How big a reason was

wanting to learn about or celebrate your or your family’s
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cultural heritage in your decision to attend this exhibit?

Was it a major reason, a minor reason, or not a reason at

all?’’ We examine how factors influence cultural heritage

being a minor or major reason compared to not a reason at

all. This variable ranges from 1, not a reason at all, to 3, a

major reason, with an average of 2.65 and a standard

deviation of 0.64.

Lastly, while people consider many factors when

deciding to participate in the arts, they may also face

barriers to participation. To examine cost as a barrier, we

use the following question: ‘‘Thinking about the most

recent exhibit you wanted to attend but did not, which of

the following factors were important in your decision not to

attend?’’ with those who indicated ‘‘Cost too much’’ coded

as a 1 for cost as a barrier (29% of respondents) and a 0

otherwise.

Independent Variables

The key independent variables are indicators for race and

ethnicity. For race, indicator variables are included for

Black and other compared to white, the excluded reference

group. As shown in Table 1, 75% of the sample is white,

18% Black, and the remaining 7% identify with other racial

groups. For ethnicity, we include an indicator for Latinx

which takes on a 1 if the respondent identified as Spanish,

Hispanic, or Latino/a (8% of the sample), and a 0 other-

wise. Descriptive statistics may be found in Table 1.

In our sample, Latinx and Black respondents have the

lowest rates of arts participation, 17% and 25.6%, respec-

tively, compared to 34.3% of white respondents. For those

who participated in the arts, 16.7% of Black respondents

and 44.4% of Latinx responses reported cultural heritage as

a major reason compared to only 7% of white respondents.

For those who were unable to participate in the arts, 33.3%

of Black respondents and 42.9% of Latinx respondents

cited cost as a barrier compared to 26.4% of white

respondents. The cross-tabs of our key independent and

dependent variables may be found in Table 2.

Drawing upon the literature on arts participation, we

control for several demographic and socioeconomic char-

acteristics, including sex, age, number of children, marital

status, education, income, social class, and location. Since

age influences participation (DiMaggio and Ostrower

1990), the age of respondents is included as control vari-

ables, which ranges from 18 to 89 with an average of 49.

We also control for sex with an indicator variable for

female that takes on a 1 if the respondent is female and a 0

if the respondent is male. On free admission days, Bowman

et al. (2019) found there was a greater proportion of groups

with children who attended the museum in their study;

therefore, we include the number of children ranging from

zero to eight. Researchers also found that the group size

and the notion of having someone with whom to visit a

museum can be a determinant of participation (Bowman

et al. 2019; Garibay 2009; NEA Office of Research &

Analysis 2015); hence, we control for marital status. We

include an indicator variable for married, which takes on a

1 if an individual is married and a 0 otherwise, where

nearly 41% of the sample is married.

In addition to demographics and family characteristics,

we include socioeconomic variables that are often associ-

ated with arts participation, such as education (DiMaggio

and Ostrower 1990). Education is measured as an ordinal

variable ranging from 0, less than high school, to 4, grad-

uate degree. Since cost plays a principal role in this

investigation, and class influences arts participation and

involvement (e.g., Ostrower 2020; Di Maggio and Useem

1980; Reeves 2015), we controlled for income using total

family income ranging from 1, less than $1000–12,

$250,000, and social class. We use the question: ‘‘If you

were asked to use one of four names for your social class,

which would you say you belong in: the lower class, the

working class, the middle class or the upper class?’’ to

measure social class that ranges from 1, lower class, to 4

upper class. Lastly, Jun et al. (2008) suggest that reasons

for nonparticipation included inconvenient locations, dif-

ficulty getting to the location, and not wanting to go to the

location. While GSS includes US Regions, the part of the

country one lives in might have less of an influence on arts

participation compared to the prevalence of the arts in

one’s location. Therefore, we use the question: ‘‘Which of

the categories on this card comes closest to the type of

place you were living in when you were 16 years old?’’

with the options: country, nonfarm; farm; town less than

50,000; 50,000–250,000; big-city suburb, and city greater

than 250,000 residents. We include this as an ordinal

variable ranging from 1, country, nonfarm, to 6, large city,

as a proxy for urbanicity.

Model

We now turn to analyzing the relationship between race

and ethnicity and arts participation. Our first model uses

logistic regression to examine how race and ethnicity

influence arts participation or whether the respondent

attended an art exhibit in the past year for the entire

sample. We then examine a subsample of respondents who

attended an art exhibit in the past year as those respondents

were asked about their motivation to participate. Our sec-

ond model uses multinomial logistic regression to examine

how race and ethnicity influence whether and to what

extent cultural heritage was cited as a reason for partici-

pation. Lastly, we examine a subsample that wanted to

participate in the arts but was unable. Our third model

employs logistic regression to examine the influence of
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race and ethnicity on whether the cost was cited as a barrier

to participation.

For our logistic regression models, models 1 and 3, we

report odds ratios that measure how many times the odds of

occurrence are for each unit increase or decrease in the

independent variable. For our multinomial logistic model,

model 2, we report the relative risk ratio which is the odds

of reporting one category compared to the reference cate-

gory. Note both odds ratios and relative risk ratios are

always positive, where values over 1 indicate an increase in

odds/risk and values under 1 indicate a decrease in odds/

risk. All models include robust standard errors.

Results

The logistic regression analysis results for model 1 are

presented in Table 3. The results partially support the first

hypothesis on racial and ethnic differences in arts partici-

pation as we find a significant gap between Black and white

arts participation, but not for Latinx. Findings suggest that

Black individuals are 32% less likely to attend an art

exhibit than white individuals. The results for other racial

groups and Latinx individuals are inconclusive. Other

racial groups do not have significantly higher nor lower

attendance rates than white individuals, which is likely due

to the multiple racial groups included in the other category.

In partial support of our first set of hypotheses, Black

individuals are less likely to attend art exhibits than white

individuals, even when controlling for a variety of

socioeconomic factors.

In addition, the results show the influence of resources

on arts participation such as higher income, social class,

and higher levels of education increase the likelihood of

participation. Meanwhile, the chances of attending an art

exhibit decrease with the number of children and marriage.

These results support prior work on the exclusion of arts

participation based on resources and the difficulties fami-

lies face in participating.

To further test the influence of race on arts participation

and disentangle this influence from socioeconomic factors,

like education, we repeat the analysis with the inclusion of

an interaction variable of two indicators: Black and college

degree. As shown in model 1b below, the interaction

variable is not significant. However, education and race

remain significant. With education and race significantly

and independently influencing arts participation, cultural

inclusion seems to be what matters for Black patrons.

Supporting the second set of hypotheses, the results for

model 2 in Table 4 demonstrate both Black and Latinx

individuals are more likely to attend an art exhibit to cel-

ebrate cultural heritage than white individuals. Black

individuals cite cultural heritage as a major reason four

times as likely and a minor reason three times as likely as

white individuals. Latinx individuals are more than eight

times as likely to cite cultural heritage as a major reason for

attending an art exhibit compared to white visitors. Cul-

tural heritage is a significant motivation for Black and

Latinx groups to participate in the arts.

The results for model 3 in Table 5 fail to support our

third set of hypotheses. There are no statistically significant

differences in citing cost as a barrier to arts attendance

across racial and ethnic groups. Not surprising, income and

social class play a significant role. Individuals with higher

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Mean/percentage Min Max

Arts participation 31.9% 0 1

Race

White 75.2% 0 1

Black 18.3% 0 1

Other 6.6% 0 1

Latinx 8.1% 0 1

Female 51.1% 0 1

Married 40.8% 0 1

Children 1.8 0 8

Age 49.1 18 89

Education 1.6 0 4

Income level 10.9 1 12

Social class 2.3 1 4

Location (Rural to Urban) 3.6 1 6

N = 1,159

Table 2 Cross-tabulations of

race and ethnicity by arts

participation, motives, and

barriers

Race and ethnicity Arts participation Cultural heritage as a motivation Cost as a barrier

Major reason Minor reason Not a reason

White 34.3% 7.0% 15.0% 78.0% 26.4%

Black 25.6% 16.7% 26.7% 56.7% 33.3%

Other 27.6% 23.1% 15.4% 61.5% 42.9%

Latinx 17.0% 44.4% 11.1% 44.4% 42.9%

N 1159 243 119
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levels of income and reporting higher-level social classes

are less likely to report cost as a reason for not participating

in the arts. Also, location may play a role as may the

number of children. This makes intuitive sense as larger

families would have to pay a higher cost of admission if

bringing their children. However, cost is not a barrier to

increasing participation among racially underrepresented

groups.

Discussion

If American museums intend to fulfill their public-serving

missions, considerations must be made as to how their

practices support or discourage participation. Museums are

not removed from society, but rather important stake-

holders in the cultural landscape, with actions that impact.

In this study, we investigated the relationship between race

and ethnicity, and arts participation while focusing on

barriers and motivations. We discovered Black individuals

are less likely to participate than white individuals, and

racially and ethnically diverse visitors who identify as

Black and Latinx are highly motivated to participate by

cultural heritage reasons. Moreover, we found the cost of

admission is not a significant deterrent to arts participation

across racial and ethnic groups.

Race and ethnicity are critically important in determin-

ing how different aspects of leisure activities, like museum-

going, are perceived and experienced (Dawson and Jensen

2011). While it is crucial not to create homogenous con-

structs (Falk 2009; Phillips 1993), visitor characteristics

such as race and ethnicity can account for lower museum

participation rates. The study found Black individuals are

significantly underrepresented. In line with critical race

Table 3 Logistic regression results: arts participation (DV)

Model 1a Model 1b

OR RSE OR RSE

Black x college 1.506 0.537

n

Black 0.68 0.131* 0.580 0.142*

Other 0.857 0.286 0.861 0.285

Latinx 0.765 0.243 0.755 0.240

Female 1.16 0.162 1.153 0.161

Married 0.604 0.093** 0.604 0.093**

Children 0.86 0.045** 0.859 0.045**

Age 0.996 0.004 0.995 0.004

Education 1.659 0.103*** 1.630 0.103***

Income level 1.09 0.041* 1.088 0.041*

Social class 1.517 0.171*** 1.531 0.173***

Location (Rural–Urban) 1.085 0.052 ? 1.084 0.052 ?

Constant 0.042 0.022*** 0.044 0.023***

N 1159 1159

Pseudo R2 0.134 1.135

? p\ .10; *p\ .05; **p\ .01; ***p\ .001

Table 4 Multinomial logistic regression results: cultural heritage as a

motivation (DV)

Major reason Minor reason

RRR RSE RRR RSE

Race

Black 4.223 2.915* 3.037 1.584*

Other 4.174 4.314 1.757 1.546

Latinx 8.575 8.235* 1.072 1.187

Female 0.959 0.475 0.633 0.227

Married 1.175 0.700 2.702 1.201*

Children 1.230 0.193 1.004 0.164

Age 1.017 0.018 0.994 0.012

Education 0.794 0.160 1.019 0.168

Income Level 0.954 0.100 1.023 0.130

Social Class 1.238 0.559 0.951 0.312

Location (Rural to Urban) 1.002 0.163 1.007 0.121

Constant 0.032 0.053* 0.163 0.250

N 243

Pseudo R2 0.092

? p\ .10; *p\ .05; **p\ .01; ***p\ .001

Table 5 Logistic regression results: cost as a barrier (DV)

OR RSE

Race

Black 0.510 0.339

Other 0.852 1.121

Latinx 0.814 0.847

Female 0.853 0.429

Married 0.923 0.513

Children 1.373 0.253?

Age 0.990 0.014

Education 1.196 0.269

Income level 0.799 0.068**

Social class 0.425 0.153*

Location (Rural–Urban) 1.614 0.324*

Constant 4.388 5.258

N 119

Pseudo R2 0.183

? p\ .10; *p\ .05; **p\ .01; ***p\ .001
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theory, the history of exclusion for Black individuals

extends into the arts and persists today.

Our findings support prior research on socioeconomic

inequities in museum participation in addition to racial

inequities. People with greater resources, like income and

education, are more likely to participate, while those with

greater obligations, like families, are less likely to partic-

ipate. Similar to past work (DiMaggio and Ostrower 2008;

Falk 1995), the findings reveal that higher income and

higher levels of educational attainment are indicators for

participation. Furthermore, Jun, Kyle, and O’Leary (2008)

also discovered that having more children increased family

responsibility and therefore decreased the likelihood of

participation. Much like other areas in mission-driven

organizations, such as volunteering, individuals with

greater resources and status continue to be likely to par-

ticipate (Dean 2016; Piatak 2016; Piatak et al. 2019).

Perhaps most importantly, this study revealed Black and

Latinx individuals were overwhelmingly motivated to

participate due to cultural heritage reasons, confirming

work by Ostrower (2008). The literature points to historical

exclusion and a lack of representation as reasons for lower

participation of diverse audiences (DiMaggio and Ostrower

1990; Ostrower 2008; Phillips 1993; Stein et al. 2008).

Museums reinforce attitudes and beliefs of belonging and

understanding, and cultural representation can take shape

in museum spaces through exhibits or programming. This

illustrates Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital,

‘‘the symbolic wealth that constitutes ‘legitimate culture’’’

(Bourdieu 1973, p. 492), maintaining that lack of cultural

representation in museums results in low participation of

diverse individuals. In line with representative bureaucracy

(e.g., Kingsley 1944; Mosher 1968; Krislov 1974; Selden

1997) and calls to diversify boards (e.g., Bernstein and

Bilimoria 2013; Gazley et al. 2010; Solebello et al. 2016),

it is advantageous when museum staff reflect the popula-

tions they serve (Hall 2010). Lastly, participating due to

cultural heritage reasons often involves other people, a

spouse or family; this conclusion was also reflected in both

the literature and our findings (Bowman et al. 2019; Farrell

and Medvedeva 2010; Stein et al. 2008). Future research

should examine the influence of other motivating factors as

well as diverse collections and staff and the relevance to

the communities they serve.

The cost of admission alone is not a barrier to partici-

pation (Kinsley 2016). We found no significant differences

in reporting cost as a barrier to participation across racial

and ethnic groups. Nevertheless, museums must be mindful

of unintended biases and be consistent when constructing

pricing policies (Bailey et al. 1998); because for individ-

uals with lower levels of income and of lower-level social

classes, cost can be an important consideration when

deciding whether to participate. Similar to our results,

Erickson (2008) found that individuals with lower incomes

and status found more barriers to participation. Location

may play a role as may the number of children. Future

research should examine potential barriers across more

specific racial groups in pursuing and targeting diversity,

equity, and inclusion efforts.

The contributions made from this study to the literature

are timely and relevant. While the conversation surround-

ing this topic is active and at the forefront of the field, there

is a void of useful research in this area. For the sector to

make progress, national studies focusing on Black and

Latinx groups must be prioritized. As the population in the

USA becomes more diverse and multicultural, museums

will need to invest in learning about all people in their

communities.

As in most studies, our research is not without its lim-

itations. First, individual decisions, such as arts participa-

tion, are motivated by a wide array of factors. Second, the

challenge of using a pre-existing dataset such as the GSS

requires working with the variables available. For instance,

the sample sizes are too small to examine arts participation

and the motivations and barriers across all racial groups.

Also, certain racial groups may also be motivated by cul-

tural representation, such as Asian or Native American,

that may not be found with the aggregate other racial

group. Ideally, there would be a dataset that includes

museum-specific behaviors and attitudes such as an indi-

vidual’s opinions, with a wide range of demographic data.

There is a clear need for more research on racial differ-

ences in museum participation. Moreover, while demo-

graphics help museums understand their visitors, research

should continue to extend the scope of visitor research to

include a broader context of museum visitation; for

instance, incorporating cultural issues. Museums can also

research their communities instead of limiting themselves

to only querying their current participants.

Conclusion and Implications

Museums do so much for individuals in their communities;

they ignite curiosity, share ancient artifacts, and tell stories

from the past, present, and future. Nonetheless, visitors

should expect more. Museums must move to transcend

their traditional roles of collecting, preserving, and edu-

cating to have a meaningful social place in society. Insti-

tutional policies such as pricing, staffing, collecting, and

programming influence visitation; therefore, museums

need to continue working toward understanding commu-

nity demographics, be mindful of unexpected barriers, and

seek to comprehend visitors’ motivations.
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Recommendations for Practice

Institutional Change

For museums attempting to welcome diverse audiences,

leaders and staff need to recognize who participates and

who does not, and focus on addressing motivations and

barriers connected to participation. The goal of the cul-

turally representative museum is to integrate change by

incorporating inclusive goals into their mission and daily

operations. For some institutions, diversity and inclusion

training, committees, policies, or statements could help

build internal awareness and move toward creating

actionable goals. For other museums, identifying potential

areas of growth in their mission, strategic plan, and audi-

ences might be a start. Ultimately, to achieve lasting

change museums must consider diversifying staff. Eco-

nomic realities make careers in the museum field chal-

lenging. Institutions can end unpaid internships and

prioritize a range of skills like knowledge of cultural

diversity, local movements, community organizing, or

bilingualism in their hiring process. Regardless of the

method, museums can adapt and make clear efforts toward

creating an institutional culture that is truly welcoming.

The primary advantage of an inclusive approach is the

expansion of the museum’s role and relevance in society;

pushing museums to act as facilitators of social change.

The antiquated approach to cultural representation is

diversity; celebrating world cultures, in which the museum

continues to be the curator of differences and similarities

(Coleman 2018). An inclusive approach to representation

supports community engagement, while museum profes-

sionals act as facilitators of dialogue. Museums can commit

to identifying how they connect to relevant community

issues regardless of their collections or missions. Inclusion

is a slow, institutional process that moves beyond diversity

and enters the realm of social change and equity (Coleman

2018).

Representation

Cultural representation in museums has often centered on

celebrating a culturally specific holiday or heritage month;

however, having an annual program where people can ‘see’

themselves represented in the museums is problematic

(Kinsley 2016). Broad generalization can deter from

developing an accurate understanding of cultural speci-

ficity or achieving inclusion (Coffee 2008). Instead,

museums can be strategic in building networks and fos-

tering empathy. Museums must aim to tell stories and

create experiences that dismantle racism rather than putting

it on display (Adams 2017). Embracing a democratic out-

look could include forming community advisory

committees that are responsible for providing guidance to

curatorial and educational departments (Kinsley 2016),

identifying artists of color to collaborate with, offering

avenues for people to build new networks and interact with

others, or stepping aside to allow people in the community

to be experts of their own stories (Azmat and Rentschler

2017). These examples might be time-consuming; how-

ever, they support the creation of relationships between the

museum, audiences, and the community.

Building connections means listening and responding.

Moreover, it does not take an incredible amount of time or

money to start making connections with visitors or poten-

tial visitors. Staff can observe problems and concerns rel-

evant to the community and respond by joining local

initiatives or by being involved in current local discussions

(Incluseum 2014). Museums can look for opportunities to

serve as a forum for community issues; activating museum

spaces as places for discussion or collaboration with civic

organizations in the area (Incluseum 2014), the possibilities

are endless.

An inclusive approach to cultural representation may

include museum staff telling diverse stories by using col-

lections and exhibits to present knowledge held by people

of color because of lived experiences (Adams 2017). At the

Levine Museum of the New South (2017) in Charlotte,

North Carolina, a recent exhibit was ‘‘co-created with

activists and law enforcement, the media, students, clergy

and civic leaders. K(NO)W Justice K(NO)W Peace

explores the historical roots of the distrust between police

and community, tells the human stories beyond the head-

lines, and engages viewers in creating constructive solu-

tions.’’ The exhibit was extended several times and ran for

three years. Another example of cultural representation in

museums was the establishing of The National Museum of

the American Indian in Washington, DC; dozens of people

from Native communities were consulted as advisors to

assist the museum in developing its inaugural exhibits

(Coffee 2008). Finally, at the Smithsonian Asian Pacific

American Center, representation is spelled out in their

Culture Lab Manifesto: ‘‘Prioritize local artists, partici-

pants, and organizers. Nothing about communities without

those communities’’ (Smithsonian Asian Pacific American

Center 2020). This belief and approach is incorporated into

exhibits and programming, such as their current talk show

style social media program entitled Heritage iRL. These

examples demonstrate not only that co-creation between

museum and community is feasible but that audience’s

value representation in museum spaces.

Admission

Free or low-cost admission policies will not lead to

inclusion. Cost is but one barrier in addition to ability,
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social, and personal barriers (Kottasz 2015). Inclusion and

welcoming diverse audiences go beyond removing one

single financial barrier and drive the museum toward a

holistic view of all barriers particularly for the people

previously ignored or excluded (Kinsley 2016). Museums

might consider combining low-cost or free admission with

a direct focus on making the museum approachable to

visitors who are motivated by cultural heritage programs or

exhibits. Additionally, museums may vary the days and

times that are free or low cost to include more regular

weekends and weekdays as not to exclude any population

that might not be available to visit during a certain time or

day. Museums could also investigate whether offering

different admission tickets might incentivize visitors, such

as multiday or family passes for a discounted price (Bailey

and Falconer 1998). Removing admission fees is not

enough. Museums can focus on access and inclusion by

placing value in the unique experiences they offer such as

educational programming or being a place for family and

friends to gather. Collaborating with different organiza-

tions and groups in the community to share opportunities

and communicate to everyone why they should participate

despite the cost.

Many museums across the nation are working diligently

to be more welcoming; however, the lack of diversity in

museum audiences can no longer be overlooked. Museums

must identify blind spots, and the public must hold muse-

ums accountable. We must insist museums take a con-

scious and visible approach to inclusion in a manner that is

not superficial but woven deeply into the institution’s core.
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