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Museums for All

In the spring of 2021 we carried out a design
project with six of the largest museums in
Columbus to better understand how they
might increase belonging in museums for

people currently experiencing poverty.




| THE PROBLEM

Through the national Museums for All program, those receiving food assistance (SNAP benéefits)

can gain free or reduced admission to more than 1,000 museums throughout the United States. As
museums in Columbus were preparing to roll out a Museums for All program here, they wanted to
ensure that all residents felt belonging in museums and that residents eligible for the Museums for All
program would be inclined to visit museums.

| THE APPROACH

The project was done during a weeklong intensive design sprint in which we conducted nearly twelve
hours of interviews with people currently experiencing poverty or receiving government assistance.
The interviews helped our team understand how residents view museums and where people felt the
greatest belonging in the city in general.

The design team was composed of community members, museum practitioners, designers and was
led by The Columbus Foundation team. Community team members included: Miles, Bessie, and Tiara.
Museum staff included representatives from Center of Science and Industry, the Columbus Museum of
Art, the Wexner Center for the Arts, the Franklin Park Conservatory and Botanical Gardens, the Ohio
History Connection, and the National Veterans Memorial and Museum. Designers included Morgan
Vien and Susie Wise. The Columbus Foundation included Mark Lomax and Heather Tsavaris.

| FINDINGS

Through the interviews, residents revealed that they perceived clear indicators of what is “for them”
and what is not, even when programs are meant to be inclusive. Residents cited things like the physical
accessibility of spaces, outdoor tents, and the actual museum exhibitions as markers that they did not
“belong” in certain places.

Residents were also very clear that free museum access alone was not enough. One resident shared:
“Whatever happens in the museum has to be relevant to me, opening the door isn’t enough”.

During the project, we met a woman named Mary Ann. Mary Ann described herself as low income
and explained that she doesn’t always want to receive help from others, sometimes she wants to be
a helper too. “I know what it feels like when people give me charity. | don’t want that... For me | have
to feel a part of it. | have to feel an equal partner. Don’t feel sorry for me.” Mary Ann has expertise
about her situation and her neighbors. Our team wanted to be able to offer Mary Ann a way to inform



museums about what she and her friends and neighbors want and need from museums. We wanted
to offer Mary Ann a way to impact what was happening in museums. We wondered if it might be
possible for Mary Ann to unleash her knowledge of both the museums and her friends and neighbors
to become a bridge between the two.

A prototype born out of our desire to help Mary Ann was a “Community Navigator” concept that
involved trusting, mutually respecting relations between peer-educators helping to provide more easily
accessible information about museum resources to their communities.

Another prototype that was co-created during the project was “The Exhibit of Open Conflict”. This
prototype specifically engaged with the need for residents to feel agency and truly see inclusive
representation in exhibit experiences. This exhibit would entail an interactive, communal space for
residents to interact with those who they perceive as both in-groups and out-groups encouraging
people to claim power by speaking their truth while learning from others in constructive dialogues.
Residents we interviewed about this prototype were particularly interested in it. One sharing: “There
is nowhere in Columbus that something like this can happen. If this was real, | could get a hundred
people to show up.”
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| THE IMPACT

The Ohio History Connection, in partnership with five other Columbus museums, received a $49,340
National Leadership grant from the Institute of Museum and Library Services to test and evaluate

a community of support program model to encourage museum visits through Museums for All, an
initiative through which museums offer free or reduced admission to people receiving food assistance.
Further design work to build out that prototype is ongoing.
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