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Introduction

One of the roles social museums play is consolidating in-
terpersonal bonding.1 This has been emphasized by both 
authors of various museum concepts (ecomuseum2 open  
museum3 participatory museum,4 engaged museum,5 rela-
tional museum,6 and others), as well as participants of mu-
seum programmes7 and studies.8 As a result, shaping rela-
tions between the institution’s various stakeholder groups9 
has entered for good the discourse on a modern museum,10 
posing the question, among others, whether, and if so, for 
what reasons, the institution should be assuming further 
social commitment11 However, the growing diversification 
of museum activities on the one hand, and the intensifying 
dynamics of social change on the other cause that the ques-
tion of conscious and responsible relation building remains 
the source of numerous dilemmas. This applies to e.g., mu-
seums’ cooperation with their environment stakeholders,12 
such as institutions, organizations, and people, who based 
on the principles of good communication, but also consul-
tations, partnership, and dialogue13 want to aspire to reach 
a shared goal,14 and create durable relations in order to be 
able to effectively affect their environment15 and boost so-
cial capital. How can, thus, the efficiency of building such 
relations be seen from the perspective of museum curators 
and representatives of this stakeholder group? Should they 
be established as part of Corporate Social Responsibility, 

CSR,16 or in compliance with  the ISO 26000,17 or maybe on 
completely different principles?

The goal of the present paper is to verify the above is-
sues based on the analysis of the statements made by the 
participants of the ‘Study of the Museum Public in Poland’ 
Project18 who in the course of qualitative research19 not only 
expressed their opinion on the key groups of the public,20 
but also shared their reflections on the importance of social 
responsibility21 in shaping and managing relations which are 
created among the above-enumerated  museum stakehold-
er categories. What is their opinion on museum’s coopera-
tion with respective circles of those external affiliates? Do 
the effects of this kind of initiative really provide grounds 
for changes in the institution’s organization culture22 and 
affect the range of its social commitment?23 What doubts 
are aroused by the issue of such relations being established 
in the museums, which do not always have tools allowing 
them the carefully listen to ‘what are the main issues people 
around focus on’?

Dilemmas of the affiliates
On the grounds of the amassed materials24 it can be said 
that in the participants’ answer the topic of the range of 
museums’ social responsibility25 towards their environ-
ment stakeholders was often tackled. These, however, can 
hardly be associated with the implementation of a definite 



60 MUZEALNICTWO 63

museum model.26 In effect, a deepened analysis of the dis-
cussion and interviews with museum curators, local leaders, 
and affiliates, allows only to identify four types of dilemmas 
faced by museum curators and stakeholder representatives 
who expect building long-term relations between a museum 
and respective circles of its affiliates. 

The first dilemma type will speak of a deepening relation 
diversification. The groups interested in establishing coop-
eration with museums who stand out do not only encom-
pass professional circles connected with a given institution’s 
profile (artists, scientists, educators, culture animators, em-
ployees of other cultural and educational institutions, these 
including teachers, but also the individuals who co-create 
the museum collection). A reiterated deepened analysis of 
the whole material demonstrates that in this case also infor-
mal groups are equally important: those made up of social 
activists or volunteers. We have relations with other asso-
ciations, organisations. More and more willingly these re-
sources of cooperation are built: Musical Centre, Chanterelle 
Fraternity, Association of Friends (2017_01_Muz2). There’s 
such a group of so-called ‘social activists’. They aren’t volun-
teers, but people who show up for a definite purpose, to do 
a definite thing (2017_07_Muz) Who are those volunteers? 
A housewife, teachers, school and university students, sol-
diers, (2018_11_Muz). 

These increasingly varied circles of associates that can be 
found based on the research into participants’ statements 
and publications related to other museums27 and other cul-
tural institutions28 lead to creating gradually more hetero-
geneous circles often requiring a more ‘tailored approach’. 
Therefore, as the second dilemma type related to managing 
the circle of individuals involved in museum’s activity there 
emerges the lack of definite cooperation standards. As a re-
sult, institutions are faced with various challenges. On the 
one hand they try to apply the solutions which have been 
already implemented as a result of long-standing activities 
thanks to the involvement of the institution in practices of 
a given circle, while on the other, they want to satisfy the 
subsequent needs, those which many institutions have no 
tools as yet to cater to. To me, a social activist who looks at 
life somewhat differently, the very cooperation is extreme-
ly important […]. A museum is a place where professionals 
work. If I need knowledge, I know who to turn to (2018_12_
Org). We used to have coffee, cakes on any occasion at the 
museum. And now we don’t even wish to do anything like 
this […]. Later some other actions started, and we couldn’t 
do it here. We get together at my place […]. We don’t want 
to get in anybody’s way in the museum (2019_07_Sen1). We 
do have a big problem with volunteers, because it’s really 
difficult to find them, though appearances may claim to the 
contrary, and every year the problem recurs. Last year, we 
even actually stopped looking, because we decided that it 
was a waste of time and energy (2017_02_Muz).

Such situations cause that attempts at extending museum’s 
social commitment to shaping the institution’s relations 
with a given circle of outside affiliates in many a case is 
connected with the necessity for employees to work out 
completely new standards which will not only be in har-
mony with definite legal regulations,29 but within the re-
spective spheres of shared activity will also fully allow for 
a large scale of diversification of given stakeholder groups’ 

expectations for their activity to be supported by the mu-
seum.30 NGOs can use rooms. There is a timetable where 
they can book their time slot. Always once a month, or 
twice, or occasionally three times, we book this room for 
the Association’s meeting (2019_01_Sen). They come to us 
asking very simple questions […]. We’re such an info bank 
(2018_02_Muz). We’ve got vast groups of fans, friends who 
visit us not only during exhibitions and lectures, but who 
also simply pop in when passing by to have a chat […]. They 
themselves generate ideas, they put forth their initiatives.  
At times to such a degree that we find it difficult to meet 
their requirements (2019_08_Muz1).

An information centre, meeting venue, space to imple-
ment one’s own initiatives are not the only needs that muse-
um curators encounter when interested in the development 
of the institution’s dialogicality within the sphere of shaping 
cooperation with the environment stakeholders. The third 
such issue is lack of appropriate tools to build heterogenous 
relations beyond the museum’s threshold. As a result, the 
increasing scale of the diversification of the needs of the 
groups which contribute to the museum’s works cause that 
the translation of the idea of openness or participation31 
popularized over the several decades into long-term scale 
of certain activities does not always permit to be imple-
mented within the institution’s environment. The staff are 
unable to realize how important it is for the community if 
an organization or institution opens up. They often prefer to 
do certain things themselves, although they could use our 
cooperation (2019_02_Org). Certainly, good communication 
with the staff, because they are easily available and open 
to cooperation [...] If we were to bump into a wall the first 
or the second time round, the cooperation wouldn’t be as 
good (2020_08_Dor2). Relations are built on well-organized 
work, but also museum’s efficiency, because  to build rela-
tions it’s like with a relationship, you need time and money 
[...] It has to be arranged in such a way that if I cooper-
ate with these people, it’s real (2017_03_Muz1). It’s not an 
easy process: consistency and persistence in action. [...] It’s 
not formalized cooperation, but a relation of mutual giving 
(2019_05_Muz1).

However, it is not only this lack of a broadly understood 
institution’s openness, of mindfulness of the staff, of budget 
resources, or the lack of consistency that have a negative 
impact on social responsibility in the shaping of the range 
and format of constructing museum’s cooperation with re-
spective circles of associates from the institution’s social en-
vironment. As the yet another fourth type of dilemmas, let 
us point here to the increase in the dynamics of changes oc-
curring outside museums and the deepening of various sorts 
of crises which could be observed, e.g., during the COVID-19 
pandemic. If they close down the institution, it may turn 
out that some people will not have their work contract 
prolonged (2020_02_Muz2). The museum was not there. 
I missed it a lot, because I was cut off from all my activities 
(2020_02_Dor). Pandemic events cut us from all that was 
to follow. The question is how the Association will revive? 
Who will want to act and come? That’s what worries me. 
I’ve no idea what our activity will look like (2020_03_Org).

In effect, we can say that it is not merely the lack of com-
plementarity of internal solutions, but also the implement-
ing of definite standards on the management level that has 
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a negative impact both on the cooperation range, and du-
rability of the already established relations in the event of 
challenges generated by external factors. Despite it all, how-
ever, museums continue seeking for such solutions which 
will make it possible for them to shape the institution’s fur-
ther development also by maintaining constant coopera-
tion with their environment stakeholders, and to gradually 
increase their joint resources. 

Museum curators’ responses
The awareness that the institution’s future can be shaped 
based on the increase in social capital of the circles that 
cooperate with the institution32 causes that regardless of 
numerous dilemmas, museums work on implementing the 
idea of social responsibility for the created relations. That is 
why they invest time and resources in consciously building 
such circles around the museum which would allow to boost 
their impact on different dimensions of social life thanks to 
the application of definite solutions to environment stake-
holders. We have groups which we’re on good terms with, 
e.g., the Armenian minority with whom our relations are ex-
cellent. [...] At the moment they’re opening their house, and 
we’re helping them with it. They also continue participat-
ing all the time in our different activities (2017_04_Muz1). 
We’ve assumed the responsibility that volunteers who come 
for a year aren’t maybe strictly under our control, but in 
a way somehow we take care of them (2019_04_Muz). We 
gather these friends [...] cyclically inviting them to meet with 
us here (2017_06_Muz1).

A museum on the one hand open to various environ-
ments, on the other, participating in the social life of those 
groups on a daily basis, seems the first of the solutions 
which may attenuate the risk of problems negatively affect-
ing their presence in the museum. Another such way to ef-
fectively build durable relations is also dialogicality33 which 
allows rooting of various groups and the consolidation of 
their feeling of agency and involvement in the implemen-
tation of such processes. Finally, as the last factor shaping 
the cooperation frames close to social responsibility, we can 
point to getting to know the needs, as well as a certain sen-
sitivity to the commitment of preserving the continuity of 
increasing the resources of each party participating in re-
lation building and consolidating the bonds which are cre-
ated through those activities. The museum wants to satisfy 
the borderline needs (2019_05_Muz1). The shared mission 
unites it. We’ve got similar priorities and can sense what is 
the most important to us (2018_12_Gov). The essence of 

being at a given place and doing something together, learn-
ing from one anther (2020_10_Muz2). It’s a very tender re-
lationship (2020_01_Dor).

It goes without saying that taking all the-above factors into 
consideration contributes to conscious establishing of rela-
tionships and surrounding the museum with communities, 
as well as to boosting the institution’s new resources. That 
is why in the opinion of many study participants  when it 
comes to their associates, it is only the connecting of mu-
seum’s definite activities with an attempt to implement 
principles of social responsibility and definite management 
solution that has a positive impact on making the museum 
both one of the main facilitators of the processes involv-
ing yet subsequent social groups, as well as turning it into 
an organization which can effectively react at moments of 
crises. Not only immigrants from Arab countries, but also 
those from other parts of the world  [...] who can be vol-
unteers, and who can constitute an important element of 
museum life (2017_04_Muz1). A museum is ready to em-
brace a problem. It shows life without prejudices. [...] We 
begin to wonder more on what’s there we’ve got in com-
mon, than what makes us different. We look for semblances 
and differences. This is museum’s unquestionable strength 
(2017_08_Muz2).34

Conclusions
In conclusion we can say that although over the last de-
cade the CRS concept and the ISO 26000 Norm have be-
come in Poland an important reference point for shaping 
organisation’s culture and its operation principles, building 
relations between museums and museum’s environment 
stakeholders is not always based on implementing change in 
managing a given institution. As a consequence, some mu-
seums who on daily basis operate within network society35 
and risk society36 often continue without appropriate tools 
to consolidate the awareness of their social responsibility 
for such relations. Nevertheless, despite this many of them 
more frequently perceive the potential to implement such 
solutions which, as the research shows, do not only facili-
tate translating the assumptions of sociomuseology37 into 
a given institution’s praxis regardless of the museum’s mo-
del or the character of its environment, but also prove to 
be a tool facilitating solutions to dilemmas which inevitably 
accompany the preservation of the museums’ socio-creating 
function and their work to boost social capital. Therefore, it 
is so important to work out principles for creating long-term 
relations with environment stakeholders also in a museum.

Abstract: Museums as community-creating institu-
tions are formed by various circles of stakeholders. Many 
of those circles result from a cooperation with a definite mi-
lieu. However, it is this extension of the circle of museum’s 
affiliates and a gradually bigger impact of external factors 
on the range and form of these actions that make museums 
once again face the question how to consciously and re-
sponsibly undertake subsequent social commitments? 
How to establish durable relations that require participa-
tion in long-term processes in this ‘irresponsible world’?  

How to create circles of associates for this to translate into 
the development of the social capital of the institution and 
its environment? Based on the results of a subsequent deep-
ened analysis of the material amassed in the ‘Study of the 
Museum Public in Poland’ Project in the course of a 4-years’ 
quality study, four types of dilemmas have been presented: 
they are the dilemmas which the study participants tack-
led when talking about the museum public (discussed in  
a different publication), and which are faced by museum cu-
rators and their affiliates keen on an efficient cooperation 



62 MUZEALNICTWO 63

beyond the museum and on establishing durable relations. 
The  analysis of these dilemmas will aim at demonstrating 
how the deepening of the awareness of social responsibility 

can contribute to reaching socio-creative goals of museums 
regardless of the operation model a given institution imple-
ments on a daily basis.   

Keywords: community-creating museum, relations, social responsibility, social capital, socio museum.
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