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 Gender representation in the workplace is affected by different factors, such as the 

roles and responsibilities, qualifications, and salary of the profession.  The museum 

community has experienced many changes over the years regarding these factors.  To 

determine the effect of these changes on the museum field, data pertaining to museum 

collection positions were obtained by examining 9,475 museum listings from the 2006 

edition of the American Association of Museums directory.  Collection positions were 

divided into leadership (curator) and support (collections manager, registrar, archivist, 

and conservator) positions, and analyzed in terms of museum size, type, and region.  

From this research of gender representation, it is determined that females significantly 

outnumber males in most collection positions, thus providing quantitative evidence of a 

“feminization” of the profession.  Recommendations are given to aid the future of the 

museum community regarding this trend.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

 
Introduction 

 
 
 The issue of gender representation in the workplace has become increasingly 

important within the last century.  Many professions that historically have been 

dominated by the feminine gender are feeling the negative effects of such a stereotype, 

with regard to salary levels, respect, and prestige (Perrot 1994, Weber 1994, Wolf 1998).  

Although issues of gender representation in the past can be attributed to gender bias or 

discrimination, the issues arising in today’s society reflect broader social concepts.  The 

museum community, in particular, needs to be aware of the consequences of imbalanced 

gender representation if it is to continue to appeal to a wide variety of visitors.  As such, 

the profession must try to “achieve diversity among trustees, staff, and volunteers to 

assure a breadth of perspectives throughout the museum” (American Association of 

Museums 1992: 7).    

 It has been speculated that a balanced gender representation within the museum 

community does not exist (Glaser and Zenetou 1994; Turner 2001; Wieners 2007).  

Historically museums were largely male-dominated, and females were pushed to the 

margins of the institution (Schwarzer 2007).  As a result, women made contributions 

where they could as volunteers or clerical staff (Schwarzer 2007)).  Eventually, as 

women expanded their traditional role as wife and mother to include the professional 

sphere, they emerged from their homes and assumed positions in the once male-

dominated museum field.  These women brought new ideas to the field regarding the 
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educational responsibility of museums, fundraising, volunteerism, and collections 

organization (Schwarzer 2007; Taylor 1994).  They changed the role and responsibility of 

the museum professional by focusing less on the museum only as a collecting institution, 

and more as a vehicle to increase public interaction, education, and cultural awareness 

(Schwarzer 2007).  They wanted to improve their knowledge, and they did so by 

enrolling in university programs (Schwarzer 2007; Taylor 1994).  These women did not 

associate their level of job satisfaction with the level of salary.  As a result, they accepted 

lower paying jobs that men started avoiding (Prince 1988).  Changes to the profession 

called for workers to exhibit a caring and gentle nature, what some might consider typical 

“feminine” traits (Anker 1998).  In turn, this may have influenced males to become less 

interested with the museum field.  Because of the changing roles and responsibilities, 

qualifications, and salaries associated with museum collection positions, the museum 

community may be experiencing a “feminization” of the profession.                       

 To investigate the reasons for gender imbalance within the museum field, 

characteristics of collecting institutions, and the roles and responsibilities, qualifications, 

and salaries of collection leadership (curator) and support positions (collections manager, 

registrar, archivist, and conservator) are discussed (Chapter 2).  To understand the 

prevalence of this problem in the United States, 9,475 listings of museums in the 

American Association of Museums Directory were examined for useful information 

(American Association of Museums 2005).  Museums were categorized according to 

size, type, and region, to better understand trends associated with collections positions 

(Chapter 3).  The data were statistically analyzed to determine gender representation 

within collection positions (Chapter 4).  This information was used to better expose 
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trends.  Efforts to understand these trends involved a review of the evolution of roles and 

responsibilities, qualifications, and salaries of collection positions.  Relevance of these 

trends incorporated the historical role of women in museums to understand the 

“feminization” of the profession (Chapter 5).  A greater awareness of the issues of gender 

representation in the museum field is the first step in creating a balanced staff that can 

relate to the challenges of educating a diverse population.         
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CHAPTER TWO 

Background 
 

Characteristics of Collecting Institutions 

 Cultural organizations that care for collections are responsible for an estimated 

4.8 billion objects (Anonymous 2005a).  This is a challenging responsibility, one that is 

not taken lightly by the museum community.  However, of the “4.8 billion collections 

items in the U.S., more than 820 million are in need or urgent need [of care]; however, 

about 1.8 billion are in unknown condition” (Anonymous 2005a: 30).   

 These startling statistics may seem daunting, but they represent the condition of 

“cultural property” in collecting institutions across the United States (Anonymous 

2007a).  As cultural stewards, the collections staffs of museums across the country have a 

task ahead of them, one that not only deals with the care and maintenance of objects, but 

also with the public side of collections, such as exhibition and education.  Over the years, 

this increase in the relationship between museum professionals and public education 

(Davis 1994; Mandle 1994; Paul 1994) might have attracted more females into the 

profession, due to females’ innate desire to nurture and educate (Archambault 1994).  

Previous efforts to diversify the field possibly have put the profession on the path to 

“feminization” (Wieners 2007).  This is cause for concern.  Other “feminized” 

professions, such as teaching and social work, exhibit patterns such as low pay and less 

respect (Hayes 1986), therefore accommodating less qualified individuals.  Ultimately, 

male professionals move away from such “low paying” positions and move towards a 
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position with a higher salary (Turner 2001).  To better understand the trend of 

“feminization” in the museum community, the roles, responsibilities, qualifications, and 

salaries related to collection positions offer opportunities for insight and reflection.    

 
Roles and Responsibilities of Collection Positions 

 
There are several museum positions that are dedicated to the care and 

maintenance of collections.  Information regarding these positions can be found in a 

variety of sources (AAM Museum Studies Committee 1980; Bates 1994; Burcaw 1997; 

Danilov 1994; Glaser and Zenetou 1996), in which the role of the curator, collections 

manager, registrar, and archivist are summarized in terms of responsibilities, 

qualifications, and expected salary ranges.  Conservators, although not part of the data 

collected for this study, also receive mention, as they are an important resource to any 

collections staff (Anonymous 2007a).  For the purpose of this study, curators are defined 

as leadership positions while the collections manager, registrar, archivist, and 

conservator are defined as support positions.    

 
Curator  
    

Before the position of curator came into being, the primal notion of museums has 

entertained curiosities for centuries.  Originally, the term ‘museum’ was derived from the 

Greek word mouseion and the Latin museum (Burcaw 1997; Danilov 1994).  In ancient 

times, a museum was a place of worship dedicated to the Muses (Danilov 1994).  The 

Muses were the nine daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory, “who 

watched over music, poetry, oratory, history, tragedy, comedy, dance, astronomy, and 

love” (Danilov 1994: 6). 
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Centuries later, the curators of today might be considered modern day “Muses.”  

Despite the lack of supernatural paternity, these individuals perform tasks equal in feat to 

their mythical Greek counterparts.  In addition to protecting invaluable remnants of 

history, culture, and science, curators also work in many diverse areas of the museum and 

have increasing responsibility.  Perhaps modern day curators hold such responsibilities 

due to the increase in training that was not originally provided at the onset of the museum 

profession (Danilov 1994).  Originally, a museum education was limited to “degree 

programs in traditional academic subjects and on-the-job learning,” whereas “museum 

training now encompasses a wide range of formal and informal offerings” (Danilov 1994: 

16).   

 The main collections staff member in a museum is considered the curator, or 

keeper, as he or she is known in countries outside of the United States (Burcaw 1997; 

Danilov 1994; Miller 1963).  Curators are regarded as the leading specialists in a given 

discipline related to the museum’s collection (Danilov 1994).  The word curator actually 

means “to care for,” but that only hints at the vast amount of duties found within job 

descriptions (King 1980: 10).  “He or she usually acquires records, cares for, utilizes, 

studies, loans, and disposes of collection objects frequently with the help of other 

collection-related staff members” (Danilov 1994: 21).  Curators also 

“engage in research and publish the results; make certain that sound collection 
storage and conservation practices are followed; pay a major role in the 
organization and content of exhibitions; prepare catalogues, articles, and 
promotional publications related to exhibitions and the museum’s collections; and 
perform other administrative duties pertaining to curatorial and related areas” 
(Danilov 1994: 52).   

 
Some administrative duties require the curator to lead a collections committee and 

supervise other staff members such as the conservator, registrar, and collections manager 
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(Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  To properly manage these support positions, the curator also 

must have a thorough knowledge of the duties and responsibilities required in all 

collections related positions (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  Curators work closely with the 

education department to insure that the information given in educational programs is 

appropriate and accurate (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  They also may teach classes at the 

university level (Bates 1994).  Occasionally, the curator is involved in the retail aspect of 

the museum by recommending objects to sell in the gift shop (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).   

The responsibilities of a curator are vast in number and occasionally can lead to 

what Fenton (1960) describes as the ‘curator’s dilemma,’ which is “a conflict of interest 

between duties towards the collections and personal research” (Ames 1992: 30).  Ideally, 

the number of curators in museums helps to create a balance that prevents what Squires 

refers to as “curatorial schizophrenia” (Ames 1992: 30).  Generally, small museums will 

have only one curator who is responsible for a variety of tasks, which may include exhibit 

work or educational programming (Danilov 1994).  Small museums provide excellent 

working conditions for entry-level curatorial professionals or for individuals who enjoy 

variety in their job.  Large museums, however, offer curatorial roles that are confined to 

an area of specialization.  Instead of a single curator overseeing a broad area of museum 

work, large museums employ many curators in specific academic disciplines, such as 

“Curator of Anthropology” or “Curator of African Mammals” (Danilov 1994).  The main 

curator in charge of all the departments is referred to as the Chief Curator (Burcaw 1997).  

Curators in large institutions often require aid from curatorial assistants, who are 

considered collections support staff (Danilov 1994).  These individuals may be in training 

or have a desire to work as curatorial professionals (Danilov 1994). 



8 

 

As the head of the collections department, the curator not only must possess a vast 

amount of knowledge regarding the collections items, but he or she should be  

people-oriented.  Unlike curators of the past, today’s curators must be willing to interact 

with other departments, such as education and exhibits.  They also must possess a certain 

didactic ability, so assistant curators or interns may learn under their tutelage.  Most 

importantly, however, they must have an ultimate desire and understanding that their 

work is done not only to preserve cultural property, but to serve the general public 

through scholarly research and publication (Miller 1963).      

 
Collections Manager 

As a curatorial support position, the collections manager is a combination of the 

registrar and curator and occasionally fulfills all the duties of the registrar (Danilov 

1994).  In larger institutions, differences between the positions are more defined.  “If 

registrars are documentation oriented, collections managers are object/artifact/specimen 

oriented, with hands-on object responsibility” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 74).  When both 

positions exist, collection managers and registrars work together.  

The position of collections manager is relatively new within the museum field 

(Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  As a result, not all museums employ collections managers. 

However, natural history and history museums usually have collections managers 

because of the eclectic nature and variety of objects (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  Many 

small institutions have not added the collections manager position to their staff if they 

already employ a registrar (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  However, a new trend shows that 

more museums are hiring collections managers because the collections continue to grow 
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at a rapid rate and there is a need for understanding discipline-based vocabulary and 

object relationships (Glaser and Zenetou 1996). 

Collections managers have a variety of responsibilities, many of which fall under 

the job description of the curator (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).   

“[Collections managers] are involved with the development of policies and 
procedures related to collections, but in addition are directly involved with every 
aspect of objects/artifacts/specimens from collection, preparation, housing, through 
identification, accessioning and cataloging, data and records management (manual 
and automated applications); organization and maintenance of storage; planning for 
short- and long-term environmentally controlled storage and exhibition; security; 
stabilization and preventive conservation of objects; planning and developing 
collection facilities; improving collection content and scope; accessibility and use 
of collections; dissemination of collection information to staff, researchers, and 
public; and general collection support in the form of administrative, personnel, and 
financial management” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 75).    

 
Although regarded as a support position in this study, the role of the collections 

manager is far from menial.  In the absence of the curator, the collections manager may 

serve as head of the collections department and should be familiar with tasks involving 

the care and maintenance of the collections and management of staff.  He or she also 

needs to be people-oriented so the needs of inquiring visitors and researchers are met in a 

pleasant and professional manner.      

 
Registrar 

Collections can be found anywhere in a museum, from the exhibit area, to 

collections storage, to a filing cabinet (Case 1988).  Therefore, it is important that 

museums have a method of registration for all collections, as well as a staff member who 

keeps information up to date.  

 “Registration is the process of creating, acquiring, and keeping records regarding 

a museum’s collection” (Danilov 1994: 53).  While all museums have some type of 
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registration method, not all museums can afford registrars (Danilov 1994).  Therefore, 

registrars most often are found in large museums with sizeable collections (Danilov 

1994).  Due to the large amount of work and numerous deadlines, the registration 

department often can be the largest unit in the museum (Case 1988).  Some large 

museums have a registration department with assistant registrars who “record and keep 

the collections records and perform other duties closely related to the accession, 

safekeeping, and deaccession of museum objects” (Danilov 1994: 53).  Occasionally, 

small museums employ registrars, but they usually have extra duties, or the duties of a 

registrar are added to that of another employee (Danilov 1994).            

First and foremost, registrars are in charge of record keeping, but their 

responsibilities do not end there (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).   

“Pursuant to the care, custody, and control of objects in perpetuity, the registrar is 
responsible for an information system comprising forms, legal documents, and files 
associated with acquisitions, condition reports, accessioning, cataloging, loans, 
packing, shipping, inventory, insurance, and storage.  The registrar organizes, 
documents and coordinates all aspects of borrowing and lending objects, including 
responsibility for handling and packing objects, negotiating insurance coverage, 
processing insurance claims, making shipping arrangements, arranging for security, 
handling customs procedures, processing incoming and outgoing loans, and 
processing requests for rights and reproductions” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996, 114).  

 
 Simply stated, the registrar organizes data so information pertaining to collections 

objects can be accessed easily (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  Associated data are important 

to museum collections because they increase the “historic, scientific, and economic 

value” of the objects (Case 1988: 14).  “Other collections responsibilities include 

accession records, marking objects, inventory and storage records,” as well as 

“monitoring deacession procedures in compliance with the museum’s collections 

management policies” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996, 114).   
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Interestingly, throughout history the role of the registrar has been predominantly 

female (Hoachlander 1979), and today in a typical registration department women 

outnumber men by 80% (Case 1988).  Perhaps this trend began with high female 

enrollment at classes offered by the Newark Museum, and was further perpetuated by 

directors who combined secretarial and librarian duties into that of the registrar 

(Hoachlander 1979).  Current trends show that male registrars most often are found in 

larger museums where they also have an administrative role and their work “is more 

related to a director’s responsibility than to those of a curator” (Hoachlander 1979: 14).   

 
Archivist 

The position of archivist, a title previously associated solely with libraries, has 

branched out to include museums.  Unlike library archivists, museum archivists store “the 

recorded history of an institution” and use it “as documentary evidence of the museum’s 

mission, goals, objectives, and accomplishments” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 70).  

Archivists have the opportunity to work with a wide variety of museum staff members, 

such as “curators, exhibit developers, and researchers” (Danilov 1994: 59). 

In general, the archivist’s main responsibility is the safe keeping and care of 

historical documents and paperwork associated with the institution (Bates 1994; Danilov 

1994).  More specifically, however,  

“the most common duties of archivists are to select, obtain, register, store, and care 
for records of a textual, visual, or electronic nature; organize, index, classify, and 
provide reference service and access to archival materials; conduct research to 
complete documentation for proper identification and authentication of the 
historical significance and interrelationship of records; and select records for 
publication and/or display” (Danilov 1994: 59).  

 



12 

 

 Oral history projects also are conducted by archive staff members (Glaser and Zenetou 

1996). 

“The archivist’s duties are clearly distinguishable from the responsibilities of other 
museum professionals such as the registrar, who administers currently active 
collections-management case files; the librarian, who administers mass-produced 
information from many sources; and the information manager, who administers 
systems of acquiring, storing, retrieving, and communicating current information” 
(Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 71).   

 
Not all museums can afford a full-time archivist, and as a result some hire library 

archivists who act as consultants to institutions needing assistance with their archives 

(Danilov 1994).  Historical, corporate, governmental, and a few other types of museums 

usually employ full-time archivists (Danilov 1994). 

As part of the collections support staff, archivists provide the documented history 

of the museum and its collections.  Although this is a very important job, it is not a 

position that all museums can afford.  As a result, archivists also can obtain work in 

libraries or with other corporations that need assistance with paper records.      

 
Conservator 

Conservators are not found in all museums, and their presence is largely 

dependent on the size and budget of an institution (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  Large 

institutions that have the means to employ conservators also usually have conservation 

laboratories where the condition of objects is assessed and treatment is applied.  Small 

museums that cannot afford a full-time conservator will hire a contract-conservator, or 

contact regional conservation centers on a need-by-need basis (Glaser and Zenetou 1996). 

The conservator’s responsibility is centered on the correct care and maintenance 

of the collection, and it “is twofold: examination and treatment of collection material, and 
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the protection of the collection from further deterioration” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 

78).  Other duties include “pest control; packing and shipping; the control of temperature, 

relative humidity, and light; the design of exhibition cases; and the improvement of 

storage conditions” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 78).  The conservator must work closely 

with other museum staff members to insure that proper conditions are met when storing 

and exhibiting objects (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).   

 Unlike other museum professions, conservators have a position-specific Code of 

Ethics and Standards of Practice which has been created by the American Institute for 

Conservation (AIC) (Anonymous 2007a).  The code is reviewed and revised on a regular 

basis to insure the most up-to-date standards of practice are followed.   

 
Qualifications of Collection Positions 

 
Curator 

 As the number of training opportunities in museums increased, so have the 

required qualifications of curators (Danilov 1994).  Curators must possess a relevant 

combination of knowledge, experience, and abilities.  Their qualification must extend to 

include  

“knowledge in one or more areas of a museum’s collection; knowledge of the 
techniques of selection, evaluation, preservation, restoration, and exhibition of 
objects, ability to interpret and communicate knowledge about the collections; and 
knowledge about the current market, collecting ethics, and customs regulations 
pertaining to the collections” (Danilov 1994: 52-53).   
 

Knowledge required for curators can be gained either though education, 

experience, or a combination of both.  Curators are required to have an advanced degree 
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focusing on the museum’s area of specialization (Bates 1994; Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  

For example,  

“natural history curators generally have advanced degrees in anthropology, biology, 
botany, ethnology, geology, zoology, [or] other such fields; historical curators have 
academic backgrounds in public history, material culture, American history, [or] 
similar areas” (Danilov 1994: 53).  

 
 Art curators usually have an advanced degree in art history with a focus on a specific art 

medium, artist, or time period (Bates 1994; Danilov 1994).  In addition to coursework 

within an academic discipline, it is beneficial but not required, for curators to have taken 

courses and/or internships in museum studies (Danilov 1994).  

 Institutions, depending on the size of the staff and collections, will have different 

requirements regarding the amount of experience required of their curators (Bates 1994; 

Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  Usually three years of museum experience is preferred, but 

work in a comparable educational or research organization is acceptable (Glaser and 

Zenetou 1996).  Other desirable experiences include previous handling of material culture 

and scholarly publications (Bates 1994; Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  

 
Collections Manager 

In preparation for the position of collections manager, individuals must obtain  

“an advanced degree in a museum’s area of specialization or a graduate degree in 

museum studies with a concentration in a related discipline, such as art history, American 

history, or anthropology” (Danilov 1994: 55).  It also is preferable to have two to three 

years prior experience in a museum registration department where the main focus is on 

the technical aspects of collections management (Danilov 1994; Glaser and Zenetou 
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1996).  Collections managers eventually may have the opportunity to become curators if 

they have exhibited advanced scholarship (Murdoch 1992) or academic credentials.      

 
Registrar 

Preparation for the position of registrar should involve a degree in the museum’s 

specialized area, liberal arts, and/or museum studies (Case 1988; Danilov 1994; Glaser 

and Zenetou 1996).  Some museums may require an advanced degree in museum or 

business administration, museum studies, or in an area pertinent to the collections (Case 

1988; Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  While obtaining the degree, additional knowledge can 

be obtained through coursework in records management and an internship in museum 

registration (Bates 1994; Case 1988; Danilov 1994).      

Requirements regarding experience can vary, but in general two years of 

experience with museum registration is preferred (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).  Some 

registrars begin their careers as assistant registrars, but other individuals enter the 

position from other areas of the museum (Bates 1994; Danilov 1994).  

 
Archivist 

The recommended education for a senior archival position includes “an 

undergraduate or graduate degree in history and course in archival principles and 

administration” (Danilov 1994: 59).  Suitable degrees in other social sciences include 

“anthropology, sociology, or political science” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 72).  Graduate 

work can be supplemented with additional courses in library science and archives 

management (Bates 1994; Glaser and Zenetou 1996).     
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While in school, additional experience can be gained though archival internships 

under the supervision of a professionally trained or certified archivist (Bates 1994; 

Danilov 1994).  Certification by the Academy of Certified Archivists is preferred, but 

most museums recognize archivists with at least one year of experience in a museum 

archive or an apprenticeship in addition to the required education (Glaser and Zenetou 

1996).   

The ability to obtain certification makes the position of archivist unique in the 

museum field because there are not many certification programs for other museum 

positions, except conservators.  As such, the archival profession exhibits standards that 

are not found in other museum positions, such as the requirements for training and 

education.  To become certified archivists, individuals must meet certain educational 

requirements, have the necessary professional experience, and pass the archival 

certification exam (Anonymous 2005b).  Because the certification program insures that 

all archivists follow similar educational paths, salaries also are more standardized in 

comparison to other museum positions.     

 
Conservator 

The necessary education and experience required to become a conservator are 

among the most demanding and specialized in the museum field (Anonymous 2007a).  

The education requirements include  

“a master’s degree, or PhD when available, from a recognized conservation 
program of three or more years in theory, principles, and practice of conservation, 
including two years of training in the principles of general material conservation 
and a minimum of one year’s training or internship in a specialized field, or 
equivalent training by apprenticeship with one or more qualified practitioners” 
(Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 78).   
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As undergraduates, students should take “courses in cultural or art history, scientific 

studies (chemistry, physics, material science, [and] biology), studio arts, and manual 

skills” (Glaser and Zenetou 1996: 78).  After graduation, new conservators are 

encouraged to participate in postgraduate study for a period of two years where they can 

obtain practical experience from an established conservator (Anonymous 2007a; Glaser 

and Zenetou 1996).     

Salaries of Collection Positions 

 When making a museum career decision individuals must carefully study their 

options.  The level of salary and benefits play an important role in the decision-making 

process.  This can be difficult because museums are different.  Factors that influence a 

museum’s salary and benefits package include “size, location, budget, type, and other 

factors” (Danilov 1994: 75). “Some museums and positions simply offer more or less 

than others” (Danilov 1994: 75).  The problem lies, however, with the public’s perception 

of museums offering low pay and benefits.  These ideas can be damaging to the 

profession by possibly affecting the views of males entering the workforce; studies have 

shown that pay is a very important factor for men when determining job satisfaction 

(Lawler 1971; Tang and Talpade 1999).     

Salaries for the positions of curator, collections manager, archivist, registrar, and 

conservator vary, but overall “have been increasing steadily, although only slightly 

during the economic downturn of the early 1990s” (Danilov 1994: 75).  Information 

regarding these positions can be found in a variety of salary surveys conducted by the 

Museums Association (MA), the Museum Association of New York (MANY), the New 

England Museum Association (NEMA), the California Association of Museums (CAM), 
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the Southeastern Museums Conference (SEMC), and the Association of Art Museum 

Directors (AAMD) (Dubberly 2000).    

For the purpose of this study, data are provided by the 2006/2007 Salary Survey 

conducted by MANY and the 2004/2005 Salary and Benefits Survey conducted by 

NEMA.  The MANY survey “examines compensation of more than 70 job titles from 

123 New York State museums and historical organizations” and “all of these 

respondents, which represent a 29% rate of return, reported paying at least one 

employee” (Anonymous 2007b: 3).  The survey was emailed to 424 New York museums 

with paid staff, and data collection was retrieved online (Anonymous 2007b).  “Reporting 

of salaries by organizational budget was fine-tuned by creating a logarithmic scale to 

check the suitability of the categories” (Anonymous 2007b: 3).  The categories used to 

represent organizational budgets are as follows: small (below $80,000), small-medium 

($80,000-$260,000), medium ($260,000-$800,000), medium-large ($800,000-$2.6 

million), large ($2.6 million to $8 million), and mega (above $8 million) (Anonymous 

2007b).  An additional breakdown in the survey includes position salary by gender.  This 

is important data for museums not only in New York but across the county, because 

“women who work in highly paid fields still make less than their male counterpart” 

(Anonymous 2007b: 7).   

The 2004/2005 Salary and Benefits Survey conducted by NEMA was similar to 

the MANY survey in methodology.  NEMA distributed 465 surveys to New England 

museums and 214 (46%) provided usable information (Anonymous 2005c).  Survey 

respondents were asked to provide data regarding 41 predefined museum positions 

(Anonymous 2005c).  Salaries are reported in averages and quartiles (Anonymous 
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2005c).  Unfortunately, the NEMA survey does not break down positions by gender, but 

nonetheless, the current salary trends remain useful for comparative purposes.   

 
Curator 

 MANY (Anonymous 2007b) distinguished two senior curatorial positions, chief 

curator and curator, and listed their mean salaries by gender and the budget of their 

institution (Table 1).  In most museums, the position of curator may be the highest paid 

collection position ($28,999 to $127,733) due to the vast amount of education and 

experience required.     

 
Collections Manager 

 MANY (Anonymous 2007b) identifies two types of collections manager 

positions, collections manager and assistant collections manager (Table 1).  As 

collections support positions, both collections managers and assistant collections manager 

receive a lower salary than a curator ($21,000 to $63,006).  Occasionally, however, in 

small to medium-large museums, the mean salaries of curators and collections managers 

may be similar (Table 1).    

 
Registrar 

 The MANY (Anonymous 2007b) survey did not record data for registrars.  As a 

result, data collected from the 2004/2005 New England Museum Association (NEMA) 

are used.  NEMA recorded salaries for two types of registrar positions, Registrar A and 

Registrar B (Anonymous 2005c).   

 Registrar A is responsible for the “registration of collections; development and  

maintenance of record systems; administration of loan transactions, including moving,  
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Table 1. Mean annual salaries of New York State collection positions based on museum 
budget size and gender, as reported by the Museum Association of New York 
(Anonymous 2007b).  Designations of “N/A” indicate data are not available. 

 
  

Mean Salary 
 

 

Museum Budget Size 
 

Females 
 

Males 
 

 

CHIEF CURATOR 
 

Small N/A N/A 
Small-Medium $37,833 N/A 
Medium N/A $38,750 
Medium-Large $45,707 $50,182 
Large $60,946 $73,674 
Mega $127,733 $105,123 

 
 

CURATOR 
 

Small to Small-Medium $42,333 $32,100 
Medium $28,999 $40,848 
Medium-Large $41,973 $56,868 
Large $93,727 $45,148 
Mega $83,070 $78,067 
 

 

COLLECTIONS MANAGER 
 

Small N/A N/A 
Small-Medium $24,300 N/A 
Medium $42,233 N/A 
Medium-Large $43,232 $63,006 
Large $37,443 $44,676 
Mega $57,826 N/A 

 
 

ASSISTANT COLLECTIONS MANAGER 
 

Small N/A N/A 
Small-Medium N/A N/A 
Medium N/A N/A 
Medium-Large $37,036 N/A 
Large N/A $21,000 
Mega $36,241 N/A 
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Table 1 continued 
 
  

Mean Salary 
 

 

Museum Budget Size 
 

Females 
 

Males 
  

 

ARCHIVIST 
 

Small N/A N/A 
Small-Medium N/A N/A 
Medium N/A N/A 
Medium-Large $23,800 N/A 
Large $30,554 N/A 
Mega $38,876 N/A 

 
 

CHIEF CONSERVATOR 
 

Small N/A N/A 
Small-Medium N/A N/A 
Medium N/A N/A 
Medium-Large N/A N/A 
Large N/A N/A 
Mega $185,400 $105,001 

 
 

CONSERVATOR 
 

Small N/A N/A 
Small-Medium N/A N/A 
Medium $40,000 N/A 
Medium-Large N/A $25,220 
Large N/A $43,700 
Mega $72,612 $79,123 
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storage, arranging, shipping; maintenance of insurance records” and he or she “may 

supervise several subordinates” (Anonymous 2005c: 45).  The preferred qualifications for 

this job include a “B.A. plus specialized training” or “two years of related experience” 

(Anonymous 2005c: 25).  The average salary for Registrar A is $39,908, with a low of 

$17,160 and a high of $76,297 (Anonymous 2005c).  Registrar A in art museums 

($45,324) earn more on average than those in history museums ($30,982) (Anonymous 

2005c).  78% of the respondents to this portion of the survey were female and 22% were 

male (Anonymous 2005c).   

 Registrar B assists the head registrar with his or her responsibilities and should 

have a B.A. in a similar field (Anonymous 2005c).  The average salary for Registrar B is 

$34,417, with a low of $20,000 and a high of $46,000 (Anonymous 2005c).  Information 

regarding salary comparisons between positions in art and history museums was not 

included.  70% of the respondents to this portion of the study were female and 30% were 

male (Anonymous 2005c).   

   
Archivist 

 MANY provides some information regarding the salary of archivists based on 

museum budget, but the data are incomplete (Table 1).  The Society of American 

Archivists provides a more comprehensive view of archival salaries with their 2004 

census.  The census provides information on salaries and gender (Anonymous 2006a).  In 

2003, the mean salary for all respondents was $49,329 (Anonymous 2006a).  While data 

from MANY indicates somewhat lower salaries among support positions, certified 

archivists may have much larger salaries (Thomas Proctor, personal communication) as a 

result of high professional standards and certification programs.  
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Conservator 

 The MANY salary survey lists four types of conservator positions.  For this study 

only the mean salaries of the chief conservator and the conservator have been 

documented (Table 1).  Chief conservators are most often found in institutions with 

mega-budgets.  Mega-budget museums, such as art museums, that are continually 

undergoing conservation of objects can afford to employ such individuals who have an 

extensive background in conservation.  Mega-budget institutions often have other 

conservators working under the chief conservator.  These individuals get paid 

considerably less than their supervisor, but according to MANY (Anonymous 2007b), 

their salary is comparable to a curator ($25,220 to $185,400).     

 Salary comparisons are important to study when choosing a career path because 

the level of salary illustrates the importance and prestige of a certain job.  Currently, 

museum workers receive considerably lower pay than other comparable sectors, allowing 

them to barely keep up with the cost of living (Anonymous 2007c).   

Kate Starling, Head of the Curatorial Division at the Museum of London, suggests 

low salaries not only can decrease the public’s respect for museums as cultural stewards, 

but they also may reduce the number of males interested in museum work (Turner 2001).  

Such a trend can lead to a “feminization” of the profession (Weber 1994).  According to 

Dr. Hilary M. Lips (undated), director of the Center for Gender Studies at Radford 

University, 

“Social psychologists have demonstrated repeatedly that occupations associated  
with women or requiring stereotypically feminine skills are rated as less prestigious 
and deserving of less pay than occupations associated with men and masculine 
skills. Thus, as more and more women enter an occupation, there may be a tendency 
to value (and reward) that occupation less and less.”  
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If current trends continue, low salaries not only will affect the distribution of gender in 

the museum community (Turner 2001), but it also could affect the way information in 

museums is presented, causing a gender-biased view of history (Glaser and Zenetou 

1996).   

 
Gender-Related Characteristics of Collection Positions 

 To reach out to a broad audience of visitors, the museum staff, including 

collections personnel, must be composed of a wide variety of individuals (American 

Association of Museums 1992).  Recent trends, however, suggest that the museum 

profession is attracting more females and fewer males (Burcaw 1997; Turner 2001; 

Weber 1994).  Perhaps this is a result of the woman’s preference for social interaction, 

such as helping people and working with others (Glaser and Zenetou 1996), whereas 

men’s job satisfaction is more dependent on the level of pay and benefits (EOC 2000; 

Lawler 1971; Tang and Talpade 1999).  Stephen E. Weil recognized the draw museum 

work has on females and commented “that museum work has become almost altruistic – 

not merely working for wages, but following a calling to benefit other individuals and 

society in general” (Danilov 1994: 14).  Burcaw (1997: 223) also commented on women 

in the field and said, 

“Very few women were involved in museum training or in museum work at the 
start of my museum career.  Since the 1950s, I have seen a steady increase in the 
involvement of women, both in museum studies programs and in museum 
employment (especially in the smaller museums).”  
 

It is commendable that women are entering a once dominated male profession, 

but patterns like these have been observed in “feminized” professions such as nursing and 

teaching (Hayes 1986).  If current trends continue, a feminization of the museum 



25 

 

workforce could compromise the museum community’s goal of reaching out to a diverse 

public audience (American Association of Museums 1992).   

Issues addressed in this chapter, such as characteristics of collections institutes, 

roles, responsibilities, qualifications, and salaries of collections positions, as well as 

gender bias, justify the need to clarify potential gender-related issues within the museum 

community.  Many have speculated that gender representation within the museum 

community is unbalanced (Blake 1999; Perrot 1994; Turner 2001).  However, “an 

ongoing problem is that there are so few statistics on women’s role [in museums] that 

indicate the kinds of positions in which they are employed...” (Perrot 1994: 28).  

Therefore, further research is needed to provide quantitative data to support or refute 

previous theories, so that appropriate action can be taken to balance the diversity of the 

field.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Methodology 
 
 

The objective of this study is to determine if there is a balanced gender 

representation within museum collections positions.  To investigate this, data were 

collected from the 2006 edition of The Official Museum Directory (American Association 

of Museums 2005).  The directory was chosen because it provides an up-to-date list of 

established museums, including pertinent data for the United States and outlying 

territories.  Although it is recognized that directory information easily can become out-of-

date, the directory still provides critical information about collections positions.  

Information about region, type of museum, size of museum, collections positions, and 

gender of individuals in those collections positions, was collected for this project.    

 For the purpose of this study, “collections positions” refer to curator, collections 

manager, registrar, archivist, and conservator.  Although the position of conservator was 

not recorded in data collected from the AAM directory, its significance is addressed in 

later chapters.  Collections positions are further divided into leadership (curator) and 

support (collections manager, register, archivist, and conservator) positions.  The position 

of curator, based on the necessary roles, responsibilities, and qualifications outlined by 

Glaser and Zenetou (1996), is considered an upper-level collections position with a 

supervisory role.  Therefore, any individuals in the directory recorded as “curator” or 

“curator of collections” are included in this category.  Positions such as “curator of 

education” and “curator of exhibits” are excluded because they do not directly relate to 
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collections activities.  “Curatorial assistants” and “curatorial associates” also are 

excluded because they are not supervisory collections positions and usually do not hold a 

managerial role (Glaser and Zenetou 1996).      

 Gender was determined through the names listed in the “key personnel” section of 

the directory.  If gender was indistinguishable from the name provided (i.e. Pat or J. T. 

Doe) the person was excluded.           

 As data were collected, information was entered into a Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheet.  At the completion of the data collection, all information was compiled in a 

Microsoft Access database.  The database was then used to run specific queries that 

divided data into categories based on museum size, type, and region.  This information 

was used to generate tables and graphs in Microsoft Excel.  Chi-squared and Yates tests 

were used to conduct statistical analysis of the data.  A chi-squared test ((|O-E|)²/E) tests 

the randomness of a distribution between the observed value (O) and the expected value 

(E) (Anonymous 2006b).  A Yates test ((|O-E|-0.5)²/E is a test applied to chi-squared 

results that compares two variables (Anonymous 2006b).  Four levels of significance are 

used in this study: highly significant (99.9%, ***), moderately significant (99.0%, **), 

significant (95%, *), or no significance (<95%, NS).   

 
Geographical Region 

 To compare trends within different geographical areas, all 50 states and five 

territories of the United States were divided into regions based on AAM criteria.  The 

regions are as follows: Western, Mountain Plains, Midwest, Mid-Atlantic, Southeastern, 

and New England (Table 2).  While museums in the directory are recorded by state, 

subsequent sorting divided states into these geographical regions. 
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Museum Type 

 Five types of museums were targeted for this study, specifically natural history, 

history, historic house, art, and general museums.  “Natural history museums” are defined 

as those museums that classify themselves in the directory as natural history and 

anthropology.  The category of “history museums” includes only history museums, and 

the category of “historic house” includes historic sites, historic houses, and living history 

museums.  “Art museums” include art museums, art galleries, and art centers.  “General 

museums” include all museums that describe themselves in the directory as general 

interest.     

 If a museum was described as having two focuses relating to the same area of 

museum work (i.e., art museum and gallery) it was classified as that specific type of 

museum (i.e. art).  However, if a museum advertised itself as a “natural science and 

history” museum it was excluded from the study due to questionable affiliation. 

 
Museum Size 

 Size of the museum was determined by the number of full-time paid staff 

employed at the institution, and was classified as follows: small (1-30), medium (31-70), 

large (71-150), and mega (151 and above).   The number of full-time paid staff is found 

in the “personnel profile” section of each directory listing.  If a museum did not have a 

“personnel profile section” or did not employ any full-time paid staff the listing was 

excluded from the study. 
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Table 2. Listing of states and territories within each region of the American Association 

of Museums (Wieners 2007) 
 

Region States Included Region States Included 

 
Mid-Atlantic 

 
Delaware 

 
Southeastern 

 
Alabama 

 Maryland  Arkansas 
 New Jersey  District of Columbia 
 New York  Florida 
 Pennsylvania  Georgia 
   Kentucky 

Midwest Illinois  Louisiana 
 Iowa  Mississippi 
 Indiana  North Carolina 
 Michigan  Puerto Rico 
 Minnesota  South Carolina 
 Missouri  Tennessee 
 Ohio  Virgin Islands 
 Wisconsin  West Virginia 
    

Mountain Plains Colorado Western Alaska 
 Kansas  American Samoa 
 Montana  Arizona 
 Nebraska  California 
 New Mexico  Commonwealth of the North 
 North Dakota  Guam 
 Oklahoma  Hawaii 
 South Dakota  Idaho 
 Texas  Nevada 
 Wyoming  Oregon 
   Utah 

New England Connecticut  Washington 
 Maine   
 Massachusetts   
 New Hampshire   
 Rhode Island   
 Vermont 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Results 
 

 
 Data for this study were collected from The Official Museum Directory 

(American Association of Museums 2005).  Over 9,400 museums were examined to 

determine gender representation between collection leadership positions (curators) and 

collection support positions (collections manager, registrar, and archivist).  Only 3,106 

museums met the applicable criteria for this study.  These museums were analyzed in 

terms of geographical region, museum size, and museum type.  Given the data, the 

nationwide number of female curators (56.8%) significantly (***, χ²=36.04) exceeds the 

number of male curators (43.2%).  The number of female collections support positions 

(71.1%) also significantly (***, χ²=151.88) outnumbers male curatorial support positions 

(28.9%) (Table 3).  

 
Leadership Positions 

Geographical Region   

 In all geographic regions, female curators significantly outnumber male curators 

(Figure 1); Mid-Atlantic region, 59.5% females, 40.5% males (***, χ²=12.42); New 

England region, 63.2% females, 36.8% males (***, χ²=12.14); Western Region, 59.5% 

females, 40.5% males (**, χ²=10.68); Southeast, 55.3% females, 44.7% males (*, 

χ²=5.08).  While the Midwest and Mountain Plains regions reflect a greater number of 

female curators (53.9% and 52.8%, respectively) than male curators (46.1% and 47.2%, 

respectively), the difference is not significant (Figure 1).



 

 

 

 

 
  Leadership   Level of    Support   Grand Level of  

  Males Females Subtotal 
Significance 

(χ²)   Males Females Subtotal Total 
Significance 

(χ²) 
     Region      
Southeast 211 261 472 * (5.08) 64 123 187 659 *** (17.98)
Midwest 161 188 349 NS (1.94)  47 110 157 506 *** (24.48)
Mid-Atlantic 142 209 351 *** (12.42) 38 104 142 493 *** (29.76)
Western 123 181 304 ** (10.68)  42 117 159 463 *** (34.44)
Mountain Plains 144 161 305 NS (0.84) 37 98 135 440 *** (27.56)
New England 67 115 182 *** (12.14)  20 58 78 260 *** (17.56)
TOTAL 848 1115 1963   248 610 858 2821
     Size     
Small 496 745 1241 *** (49.56) 184 460 644 1885 *** (117.44)
Large 142 134 276 NS (0.18)  25 50 75 351 ** (7.68)
Medium 82 121 203 ** (7.12) 26 64 90 293 *** (15.22)
Mega 128 115 243 NS (0.60)  13 36 49 292 ** (9.88)
TOTAL 848 1115 1963   248 610 858 2821
     Type     
Art 359 519 878 *** (28.80) 102 292 394 1272 *** (90.66)
History 154 228 382 *** (13.96)  58 134 192 574 *** (29.30)
Historic Houses 125 225 350 *** (28.00) 50 111 161 511 *** (22.36)
General 88 97 185 NS (0.34)  16 48 64 249 *** (15.02)
Natural History 122 46 168 *** (33.48) 22 25 47 215 NS (0.08)
TOTAL 848 1115 1963     248 610 858 2821   

  
 

Table 3. Summary of gender differences between museum collection leadership positions and support staff according to region, 
museum size, and museum type.  Each category is ranked according to grand total in descending order. 
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Museum Size 

 Highly significant (***, χ² =49.56) differences reveal that female curators 

(60.0%) dominate curatorial positions over males (40.0%) in small museums (Figure 2).  

Curatorial positions in medium-sized museums follow a similar pattern with females 

(59.6%) significantly (**, χ² =7.12) outnumbering males (40.4%).  However, in large to 

mega-size museums males have a slight advantage (51.4% and 52.7%, respectively), but 

the difference is not significant (Figure 2).   

 
Museum Type 

 A majority of the curatorial positions recorded according to museum type are 

filled by females (Figure 3).  Art museums possess the highest level of significance (***, 

χ²=28.80) in favor of females, followed by historic houses/living history museums (***, 

χ²=28.00), and history museums (***, χ²=13.96).  General museums appear to favor 

females in curatorial roles, but the difference is not significant.  Natural history museums, 

however, significantly (***, χ² =33.48) favor males in curatorial positions (Figure 3).    

 
Support Positions 

Geographical Region 

 Following the trend of leadership positions, collection support positions filled by 

females outnumber collection support positions filled by males, but often at much greater 

levels (Figure 4).  Each region exhibits an extremely high level of significance (***), 

with the Western region having the greatest significance (χ²=34.44; females, 73.6%; 

males, 26.4%).  The second highest level of significance (χ²=29.76) is found in the   
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Figure 2. Gender comparison of collection leadership positions based on museum size. 
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Mid-Atlantic region.  The Mountain Plains (χ²=27.56), Midwest (χ²=24.48), Southeast 

(χ²=17.98), and New England (χ²=17.56) regions exhibit similar results (Figure 4).   

 
Museum Size 

 In all sizes of museums, females outnumber males in collection support positions 

(Figure 5).  Small and medium museums exhibit the highest level of significance (***, 

χ²=117.44 and 15.22, respectively), whereas large and mega-museums exhibit a slightly 

lower level of significance (**, χ²=7.68 and 9.88, respectively) (Figure 5).   

 
Museum Type 

 In most types of museums studied, females clearly dominate collection support 

positions (Figure 6).  Art museums demonstrate the highest level of significance (***; 

χ²=90.66) with females holding 74.1% of the positions and males holding the remaining 

25.9% of the positions.  History and historic houses/living history museums significantly 

favor females in collections support positions (***, χ²=29.30, 22.36, respectively).  

Collections support positions occupied by females also are highly significant (***; 

χ²=15.02) in general museums.  However, in natural history museums the greater number 

of females is not significantly different from the number of males (Figure 6).   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

Discussion 
 
 

 This study is unique because it is a broad statistical analysis of gender 

representation in collection-related positions within the museum community.  Similar 

studies have addressed gender issues within museum leadership positions (Wieners 

2007).  Still other studies regarding gender representation in museum settings have been 

conducted, but most do not provide any statistical analysis (Bardwick 1979; Bianchi and 

Spain 1986; Harris 1995; Hutner 1994; MacLeod 1994; Simon 1993).  There has been a 

need for some time to analyze the current situation of gender representation within such 

positions.  This study is particularly relevant because it combines a quantitative portrayal 

of these positions with identified qualitative explanations, to determine current trends of 

the profession and allow forecasting of human resources for the museum field.  This 

study is not intended to promote favoritism toward one gender or another, but instead its 

purpose is to create an awareness in the museum community for the need of gender 

balance in the field. 

It is appropriate to begin with an assessment of the project.  Over 9,400 museums 

were examined using the Official Museum Directory (American Association of Museums 

2005); however, only 3,106 museums (33%) met criteria applicable to this study.  The 

sample size, although still large, became restricted because of several disqualifying 

factors that eliminated museums.  Many institutions were eliminated simply because 

there were not any full-time paid staff members recorded, either because of failure to 
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report this information or because of no employment of full-time paid staff.  Because a 

large portion of this study addresses salary, only full-time paid staff members were 

recorded.   

Other museums were eliminated because they did not fit within the five discipline 

areas chosen for the study.  Natural history, history, historic house, art, and general 

museums specifically were chosen because they represent a majority of the museums in 

the United States.  Some museums advertised themselves as having a dual theme, such as 

“natural science and history,” and were excluded from the study because of applicability 

questions.  

Other museums were excluded because they specifically did not have collections, 

or did not show evidence of any.  Finally, some records were eliminated because gender 

could not be determined by the individuals’ name (i.e., J.T. Doe or Pat Parker).   

Although a large percentage (66%) of the museums was excluded from the 

original sample, the remaining 3,106 museums provide realistic patterns of collecting 

institutions in the United States.  With such a large number, it is assumed that the sample 

is a reasonable representation of gender trends for most of the museum community.  

 As with any project of this nature, information quickly becomes dated.  

Information was gathered from the 2006 edition of the directory, meaning data were 

collected in 2005.  By the conclusion of this project, the 2007 edition of the directory 

already had been published.  While this information already is becoming somewhat 

dated, the results are considered valid because personnel will not change significantly in a 

two-year period.  Furthermore, this study identifies a trend that has been developing since 

the inception of the museum profession.    



42 

 

Findings and Trends 

The data used in this study were a result of the information provided by 3,106 

United States museums.  Data were divided into three categories based on geographical 

region, size, and type of museum.  For each one of these categories, gender information 

was recorded for leadership (curator) and support (collections manager, archivist, and 

registrar) positions.  While the majority of museum positions were filled by males in the 

past (Schwarzer 2007), this study reveals a significant difference in favor of females in 

both leadership and support positions.  

 
Leadership Positions 

There is a highly significant difference in the number of females in most 

collection leadership positions.  This especially applies to small and medium-sized 

institutions, which largely dominate the museum community (Anonymous 2005c, 

Anonymous 2007b).  It also applies to art, history, and historic house museums, which 

outnumber natural history and general museums (Anonymous 2005c, Anonymous 

2007b).  As it turns out, this is not surprising due to the high number of females 

associated with the humanities (Blake 1999, Turner 2001).  

 Although females dominate in the majority of collection leadership positions, 

there are a few exceptions.  For example, it is interesting that in large and mega-size 

museums, females outnumber males, but the differences are not significant.  This 

demonstrates a slightly higher level of male employment in large and mega-size 

museums in comparison to smaller institutions.  Schwarzer (2007) supports this and says, 

“While a woman tends to work her way up the rungs of the ladder of museum work 

through training, apprenticeship and on-the-ground experience, a man is more likely to 
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vault up the “glass escalator” to the higher-paid position of department head or director.”  

Previous studies have shown that male directors are more common in large to mega-sized 

museums (Wieners 2007), demonstrating that higher paid positions may attract a greater 

number of qualified males.  

It is not surprising that there is a significant bias favoring males in collections 

leadership positions of natural history museums.  These institutions historically have been 

male dominated due to their focus on fieldwork, collecting, and curatorial research (Wolf 

1998).  Interestingly, there is no bias toward a specific gender in general museums.  

Perhaps this is due to a “common ground” atmosphere where art, history, and science 

come together and attract both genders to the museum.  Another possibility is that it is in 

transition of moving from one gender dominance to another, as speculated elsewhere 

(Wieners 2007).      

 
Support Positions   

This study determined that in United States museums, regardless of region, size, 

or type, there was even greater significance in the number of females in collection 

support positions, as indicated by higher chi-squared values (Table 3).  Turner (2001) 

supports this and states “the role of women, clearly, has developed enormously, and this 

has been reflected, in museums, by a massive increase in numbers of women at [support] 

level.”  This is cause for concern.  Collections support positions in small- to medium-

sized museums are common “starter” jobs for new graduates.  The high number of 

females in these positions might be the result of a deeper rooted problem at the university 

level.   
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Although there are more females than males in collections support positions in 

natural history museums, the differences are not significant.  This may reflect men 

favoring science-related subjects while women more frequently are drawn to the 

humanities (Blake 1999, Turner 2001).  Whatever the case, this is important because it 

shows that males are still entering the museum field.  However, these individuals, who 

are poorly represented in museum studies programs (Weber 1994), may be entering the 

field through other science-based academic programs, such as biology or geology.  In 

addition, according to a recent article in the Los Angeles Times, “the great American 

natural history museum could be headed for the vulnerable species list,” while art 

museums continue to soar (Boehm 2007).  If true, the loss of natural history museums 

might only further the feminization of the profession.  

 
The Evolution of the Roles and Responsibilities, Qualifications,  

and Salaries of Collection Personnel 
 

Females already dominate educational programming in museums (Turner 2001), 

and Wieners (2007) has suggested that museum directorships are following the same 

pattern.  It now appears, based on the current study, that the museum profession is 

experiencing a gender shift in both collection leadership and support positions.  Perhaps 

the gender dynamics of the field might be related to an evolution of the roles and 

responsibilities, qualifications, and salaries of collections staff.  

 
Roles and Responsibilities  

 In the late 19th and early 20th century, the greater emphasis placed on educational 

and exhibitory activities (Danilov 1994) added additional roles and responsibilities to the 

job descriptions of collections personnel.  Curators, for example, no longer were allowed 
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to remain solely in collections.  They were expected to interact more with the public and 

to collaborate with the exhibits and education staff.  As a result, museum decision-makers 

may have emphasized other qualities such as personal skills, patience, and client services.  

Unknowingly, this may have contributed to an increase in women in the field due to the 

feminine nature of these characteristics (Turner 2001).    

 
Qualifications  

Over the years, qualifications of collections staff members changed as a result of 

the greater emphasis the museum community placed on education, beginning in the early 

20th century (Alexander 1997).  By shifting the focus of museums from collecting to 

education, museum leaders required staff to exhibit what might be deemed as strong 

“feminine” traits.  These traits are exhibited in other “feminine” professions, such as 

teaching and nursing, that require staff to be “caregivers, to educate, to chaperone 

children, to exhibit unyielding patience, and to be subservient” (Bird 2007).  Ironically, 

this is similar to the typical role of a housewife before she shed traditional stereotypes 

and entered the workforce (Bird 2007).  

The introduction of graduate education involving museum studies programs also 

changed the expected qualifications of museum staff.  Based upon academic expectations 

described in museum job announcements, collection positions increasingly require a 

master’s degree in museum studies or the equivalent.  As a result, individuals cannot 

enter the profession from other fields as easily as it was done in the past.  These programs 

have been predominantly female, a trend that began in 1986 (Kalcik 1986), and as a 

result, it is not surprising that a highly significant number of collection support positions 

are filled by females.   
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Salaries 

One other concern of the museum community should be salaries, which if too low 

might influence the gender imbalance of a profession.  Schwarzer (2007) said, “When 

women congregate in the lower-paying rungs of a profession that demands a high level of 

skill and training, a field is said to become “feminized.”  This unfortunately may be true 

for museums.  The low level of pay in the museum community already has been 

discussed as a reason why men may avoid the profession (Turner 2001).   

Low salaries within museums have been a problem for many years.  A salary 

survey conducted by the Museums Association found that “since 1988, museum salaries 

have barely kept up with the cost of living and have fallen considerably behind the rise in 

earnings in many other parts of the public sector” (Anonymous 2004a).  The report also 

stated that “almost everyone working in museums earns less than people working in 

comparable roles in other organizations in many areas of work” (Anonymous 2004a).   

Salary information is significant, not because it has changed drastically over the 

years like the roles, responsibilities, and qualifications of collections positions, but 

because it has remained relatively stable (Anonymous 2004a).  A detailed look at other 

salary surveys conducted by NEMA (Anonymous 2005c), MANY (Anonymous 2007b), 

and SAA (Anonymous 2006a) reveals the current salary patterns of museum collections 

positions.  The most interesting trend, which is an exception to the modest salaries most 

often found in small and medium museums, shows that females receive a higher mean 

salary than males in institutions with mega-budgets (Anonymous 2007b).  Mega-budget 

museums most often are art-related, and these museums are largely female dominated 

(Blake 1999, Turner 2001).  Therefore, this suggests that females are benefiting from 
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high collections salaries, but only within art museums.  In contrast, natural history 

museums, that are largely male occupied, distribute lower salaries and are in danger of 

becoming obsolete (Boehm 2007).  Collectively, these salary trends might be 

contributing further to the high number of females in the museum profession.      

If by altering roles and responsibilities, qualifications, and salaries, the museum 

community has unknowingly placed itself on the path to feminization, there are several 

issues of concern.  As the number of females within collection-related positions increase 

and the number of males decrease, exhibit and educational information presented to the 

public also may shift.  For example, women constructing a wartime exhibit might place 

greater emphasis on love letters written between sweethearts rather than on firearms.  

Although one outlook is not more important than another, exhibit designers and educators 

should strive to interpret a wide variety of information.  Nathan Richie, Education 

Programs Manager at the McCormick Tribune Freedom Museum in Chicago, agrees by 

saying, “If there is a balance of genders working well together, there will be more 

decorum in the workplace, better brainstorming in meetings and ultimately better 

exhibitions and programs for the public” (Schwarzer 2007).  

 The results of gender imbalance have been evident in the history of museums 

when institutions were largely dominated by white, upper-class males (Burcaw 1997).  At 

that time, the information presented in museums often did not represent, or supposedly 

apply, to anyone outside of that group (Burcaw 1997).  Today museums provide a more 

educated representation of history that includes all people regardless of race, religion, or 

socio-economic status, but this might change if the profession continues toward 

“feminization”.  A “vital question is how the gender of decision-makers has influenced 
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the content of collections, exhibitions, programs and ultimately audiences” (Schwarzer 

2007).  Some museums have addressed the issue of gender and content to attract young 

girls to the sciences; however, there does not appear to be initiatives to stimulate the 

interest of young boys in history and art (Schwarzer 2007).  “Nathan Richie has studied 

gender patterns in art museum visitation and sees ‘a link between who works in museums 

and who visits.  When male curators at art museums started doing exhibitions of 

motorcycles and cars, male attendance at those museums rose significantly’” (Schwarzer 

2007).    

 
The Changing Role of Women in Museums 

 
 Throughout history, the role of women in museums has been constantly changing.  

At the 1986 Smithsonian Institution conference entitled “The Changing Role of Women 

in Museums,” Jean Weber discussed three generations of women in museums (Taylor 

1994).  Majorie Schwarzer (2007) mentions key points within these generations, and in 

addition, describes the efforts of women as early as the Revolutionary War. 

 After the Revolutionary War, there were many aspects of American society that 

were not available to women, such as “land development, business, politics and warfare” 

(Schwarzer 2007).  Women, wanting to become involved in their new country, started 

humanitarian societies dedicated to such things as the abolition of slavery and better 

health care (Schwarzer 2007).  However, after the Civil War, men began to dominate the 

very organizations that women founded (Schwarzer 2007).  As a result, “women 

gravitated toward the more ‘ladylike’ causes of culture and the arts” (Schwarzer 2007).  

 Their dedication greatly benefited history museums, which surprised the once all-

male antiquarian clubs (Schwarzer 2007).  In the mid-19th century, women were 
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responsible for the historic preservation movement that placed a greater emphasis on 

community involvement (Schwarzer 2007).  Ann Pamela Cunningham is an excellent 

example of this due to the role she played in saving Mount Vernon by organizing the 

Mount Vernon Ladies’ Association (Anonymous 2007d, Schwarzer 2007).   

 In the early 1900s, women presented scholarly papers to the American 

Association of Museums on the importance of using museums as tools to educate 

children (Schwarzer 2007).  Many of these early museum women were “movers and 

shakers.”  They were suffragists and civil rights advocates who “challenged the aesthetic 

status quo” by instituting “the country’s first contemporary art museums” (Schwarzer 

2007).          

It is at this point in the history of museums that Jean Weber describes what she 

recognizes as the “first generation” of women, who worked in museums before the end of 

World War II until 1950.  These women experienced many challenges and their 

institutional power receded due to the Works Progress Administration’s federal job 

creation program, which favored men in staffed positions (Schwarzer 2007).  The few 

women that did enter the field at the time were highly specialized, or became involved in 

museums by way of another profession (Taylor 1994).   

As the acceptance of women in the intellectual sector slowly increased, more 

“naturally came to museums because, in American society, cultural work is traditionally 

women’s work” (Pachter 1987).  In the early twentieth century, however, it still was 

considered rare for women to hold advanced degrees because that went against the 

traditional “female role” of raising a family (Taylor 1994).  Therefore, women in 

museums were seen as enthusiastic, but they were not fully accepted into the museum 
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community (Taylor 1994).  The idea of the museum as an “old boys club” prohibited 

women from entering any kind of managerial position, such as a curator or director 

(Taylor 1994).  As a result, women often provided clerical support for their male 

colleagues, or they volunteered (Taylor 1994).      

The second generation of women entered the museum field between 1950 and 

1970, when the role of the museum was starting to expand (Taylor 1994).  These “baby 

boomers” often grew up in households with strong female role models who encouraged 

the importance of education (Schwarzer 2007).  During this time, more women entered 

graduate school, and societal attitudes changed about women’s role, involvement, and 

salary in museums (Taylor 1994).  Women and men were beginning to compete for 

comparable positions in the field.  These women were generalists and enjoyed 

“performing the numerous activities that needed to be done in the expanding museum 

profession, such as organizing collections, renovating buildings, and developing public 

programs” (Taylor 1994: 11).   

The third generation is the current generation, and it includes women that have 

been entering the profession since the 1970s (Taylor 1994).  Most of these women have 

advanced university degrees, have sought mentors (Schwarzer 2007), and have benefited 

greatly from the large percentage of museum workers that retired during the 1960s and 

1970s (Taylor 1994).  The scale has tipped once again to favor women in museums.  

These women now have an equal opportunity when competing with men for most 

museum positions due to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, “which prohibits 

employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin” 

(Anonymous 2004b).  Since then, women have continued to thrive in the educational and 
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professional spheres.  “In 1982, for the first time in the nation’s history, more women 

than men earned a bachelor’s degree, a trend that would grow in the coming decades 

(Schwarzer 2007).   

This new generation of women became more powerful and influential in the 

museum field (Schwarzer 2007).  They inspired others, and as a result fresh, new talent 

was attracted to the field – fresh, new female talent (Schwarzer 2007).  “An old-girl 

network began to supplant the old-boy one” (Schwarzer 2007).  As a result, today’s 

females face little competition in the field due to decreased male presence, especially in 

the area of collections (Turner 2001). 

 
The Consequences of “Feminization” 

The path toward “feminization” of museum collection positions has not been 

quantified within the museum field until now.  However, others have speculated that it 

exists (Turner 2001, Wolf 1998), and the affects of such a transition may not serve the 

interests of the field.  Feminization of a profession does not happen overnight.  It is a 

slow, steady process that can result in a salary stagnation, general loss of respect, 

redirection of institutional focus, and ultimately a decrease in male interest in the 

profession. 

 Decreased male interest in the museum field may have several negative effects 

on the profession.  For example, studies show that lack of male interest and low salaries 

in a profession are interrelated because males tend to associate job satisfaction with their 

level of salary (EOC 2000); however, this problem is a “double-edged sword” because it 

is unknown whether the low salaries of a profession cause decreased male interest, or if 

decreased male interest leads to low salaries.  
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 The majority of museums in the United States may provide adequate salaries, but 

as non-profit institutions it is hard to compete with salary levels in the for-profit industry.  

Low salaries might dissuade males, however, it does not seem to affect the choices of 

women.  Prince (1988) found that “there is a strong tendency for [women] to be 

employed at lower salaries than their male counterparts.”  Pachter (1987) suggests men 

have avoided the cultural sector, because it is a poorly paid area that historically is 

considered women’s work, and “in the United States, culture was often considered 

frivolous.  And as something frivolous it was consigned largely to women.”       

In today’s economic-driven world, salary tends to “reflect people’s commitment 

and skills” (Anonymous 2004b).  Occupations that render intense commitment and skill 

include doctors, lawyers, and engineers.  Coincidentally, these professions also involve 

high salaries.  These fields demand high salaries because services are important to the 

community at large.  For example, there is a point in everyone’s life when he or she will 

utilize the services of a doctor, whether it is to perform a life-saving operation or just a 

physical check-up.  Doctors provide services that improve the quality of life for 

individuals.  While it is difficult to effectively convey the same concept about museum 

services, museum professionals often will present their own perspective.  

Another factor possibly contributing to feminization of the profession is the 

general shift in the focus of the museum community.  In the later half of the 19th century, 

scientific institutions placed their main focus on fieldwork, collections, and research 

(Burcaw 1997).  Originally, women were not well received into the profession because of 

the harsh conditions of field work, and the inter-cultural complications involved with 

foreign fieldwork.  As a result, the museum field earned the reputation of the “old boys 
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club,” filled with men who spent extensive periods of time in remote areas collecting 

specimens with little care as to how the objects would be exhibited or used.  Presently, 

however, museum decision-makers are placing an increased emphasis on education and 

public programming (Davis 1994, Mandle 1994, Paul 1994).  With the creation of 

museum education positions, a new group of individuals from previously deemed 

“feminized” professions, such as teaching, are attracted to the field.  Due to this 

preconceived notion that teaching is “women’s work,” it is understandable that men may 

avoid these new positions in museums.   

Education positions are not the only positions being avoided by males.  Even 

outside the United States, collections management is an area of the museum that is 

viewed as stereotypically female (Pantykina 1991).  This may be due to the fact that 

“only in recent years have the heads of collections management been given the same 

status as other heads of department” (Pantykina 1991).  As a result, men might have 

recognized these as low-paying, subservient positions, especially when compared to that 

of director or CEO.  

 
Conclusion 

Based on evidence of this study and the work of others (Bardwick 1979; Bianchi 

and Spain 1986; Harris 1995; Hutner 1994; MacLeod 1994; Simon 1993; Wieners 2007) 

the issue of feminization of the museum field is a potential threat to the future of the 

profession.  Quality of public service, public respect for the field, and salary levels are 

some of the factors that may be compromised by this trend. 

To counteract the pending feminization of the museum field, several initiatives 

need to take place both on the professional and the university level.  An appropriate place 
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to begin is at the professional level with the increase in salary.  It already has been 

determined that women are content to work for less pay if they feel their work is 

important and beneficial to others (EOC 2000).  Men, on the other hand, are more 

attracted to a particular profession because of better salary and benefits (EOC 2000).  

This probably is a result of the male historical role as the “bread winner” of the 

household.   

Currently, the museum profession is known for its low salaries (Anonymous 

2005c, Anonymous. 2007b), and it “continue[s] to lag behind...other professions for 

which comparable education, experience and ability are required” (Anonymous 1978).  

This makes it a less appealing choice for educated males who feel they will be better 

compensated elsewhere.  Also, others have noted that low salaries tend to cause a lack of 

respect for the museum profession (Perrot 1994, Weber 1994, Wolf 1998).  To increase 

the respect and prestige of the profession, it is only logical that “the museum community 

should collectively raise the salaries paid to the workers in general” (Wieners 2007).  A 

rise in salaries may heighten the respect of the profession, potentially resulting in a new 

group of individuals being attracted to the field.  This has been demonstrated in other 

“feminized” professions, such as nursing (Anonymous 2006c).   

In addition to raising salaries, initiatives at the university level also must be 

implemented.  To increase the level of respect, the museum community must develop 

accreditation processes for university programs that offer standardized courses to insure 

that students are receiving comparable educations worthy of individual certification.  It is 

recommended that to achieve partial fulfillment of the requirements of accreditation, a 

program must exhibit diversity within the program or prove they have taken steps to 
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encourage diversity.  Other fields, such as library, archival, and conservation fields, have 

implemented such certification programs that have lead to higher standards and salaries.  

Certification alone might not attract males to university programs, but another 

viable option for universities is to offer scholarships specifically geared toward attracting 

men into the profession.  This has been done at Historic Deerfield in the 1950s, when 

Henry Flynt created a summer fellowship program especially for men.  The program 

proved to be very successful and each year more men were attracted to the “free board 

and room, a $300 stipend, and expenses-paid trips to other museums...” (Stillinger 1992).   

Increased opportunities for professional development with special incentives 

offered to males also might increase interest in museums.  For example, large national 

and regional museum associations could offer scholarships to deserving male applicants 

to attend professional conferences.         

Another recommendation to increase gender diversity in the field is to reinstate 

the importance of the curator within the museum.  Presently, many museums are 

undergoing budget cuts, which are being felt by all staff members, especially curators.  

An example of this is seen in the Brooklyn Museum, which recently reorganized their 

staff by eliminating specialized departments such as “Egyptian Art” and “African Art,” 

and instead created “two ‘teams,’ one for collections and one for exhibitions” (Kennedy 

2006).  This change received harsh criticism from the Brooklyn Museum’s curators and 

other museums because it is seen as “a way of diminishing [the curators’] traditional 

power to conceive, propose and organize exhibitions” (Kennedy 2006).  With the advent 

of contract curatorial and exhibit work, many small museums that are struggling to stay 

within budgets might be tempted to remove full-time curators from their staff and work 
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solely with contractors as needed.  This practice devalues the role of the curator by 

dismissing their main duty as caretaker and researcher of collections; in turn, this 

suggests that the museum community itself might be loosing respect for curators.  True 

knowledge of a collection cannot be acquired over a short time through the use of outside 

hiring practices.  It only can be gained through an understanding of a museum’s 

collecting history and a long-term day-to-day interaction with the objects.  If more 

emphasis is placed on the historical role of the curator as a researcher and collector, more 

males might find museum collection work appealing.  

It is obvious that feminization is a serious and complicated challenge of the 

museum community.  It also is clear that resolution will involve multiple approaches.  

Through the increase in salary, the implementation of initiatives at the university and 

professional levels, and a re-evaluation of the role of the curator, museums hopefully can 

attract more males into the profession.  The future of the profession and the way the 

public perceives the museum field dependents on this.     

This study portrays gender representation within collections positions in United 

States museums.  Consistent with the hypothesis of this study, there is a significantly 

greater number of females in all levels of collections positions; however, the causes need 

to be further investigated.  Several factors may be involved, such as recruitment in 

museum studies programs at universities, comparatively low salaries, and possible loss of 

respect for the profession.  It is possible that the issue of “gender bias” is not so much the 

result of discrimination during hiring practices, but potentially caused more by a lack of 

interest on the part of the male gender.  As a result, growing evidence suggests the 

museum profession probably is on the path to “feminization.”  The results of this may be 
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detrimental to the field, much as it would be if any particular gender, race, or culture had 

sole control of an institution that is charged with providing a non-biased view of the 

world’s history.  In closing, to continue the museum’s historical goal to “fight exclusion 

and provide cultural legitimacy” (Sessoms Undated), the museum community should 

counteract the affects of feminization and attempt to “reflect our society’s pluralism in 

every aspect of their operations and programs” (American Association of Museums 1992: 

3).  The museum community, and ultimately the museums, will benefit by avoiding 

gender bias in the field.   
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