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In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a neoliberal turn in economic policy 
involved an attack on the welfare state in general and the public sector 
in particular. In this context, the efforts of the public funded museums 
and archives have gradually undergone radical changes and forced its 
professionals to shift their attention from the collections to the visitors.

The publication that you are about to read is in many ways an attempt 
to demonstrate how far museums and archives have advanced in the 
direction of a new museological. The paradigmatic turn towards “a new 
museology” can be grounded in the rise of a learning regime in Europe 
from the 1960s and onwards and unfolds a discourse around the social 
and political efforts of museums, encouraging a growing emphasis on 
collaboration between museums and communities. The societal impact 
in museums is also evident in archives even though archives tent to have 
an explicit focus on accessibility following the digitalisation efforts in 
archives to turn access into learning. 

The contributions in this publication demonstrate both the limitations 
and the opportunities that exist within museums and archives for the 
creation and unlocking of new approaches and practices within the 
cultural heritage sector as a whole, and how these opportunities and 
limitations work out when implemented as socially engaged practices 
in museums and archives.
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In Nina Simon’s book from 2016: “The Art of Relevance” we get to know 
about the process of “otherizing outsiders” (pp. 74-75). In order to introduce 
and frame this publication, I would like to begin with Simons’ unfolding 
of this process in museums:  

“What happens when institutions remain deaf to the needs of out-
siders? In the worst cases, an outsider comes in, and an insider is 
completely unequipped to welcome that person on their own terms. 
PhD candidate Porchia Moore experienced this firsthand. She was 
standing in an elegant room of a historic house museum with 25 
other museum professionals from across her southern state on 
a bus tour as part of a museum conference. They crowded into a 
tiny room adorned with heavy drapery, high-backed chairs, and 
Civil War-era paintings above marble-topped fireplaces. And then 
things fell apart.

As the tour guide summed up his brief intro, he turned, pointed, 
and looked at Porchia, the only black person in the room. He asked 
her name and told her not to worry. That “in the end, it all worked 
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out” for her and her people. In fact, to dramatize how wonderfully 
things worked out, he would give Porchia the opportunity to wave 
a flag at the end of his tour signalling the end of the war and the 
end of slavery. Throughout the tour, the guide peppered every other 
sentence with slave references while pointing or referring to Porchia. 

'Porchia, you are going to like this' he said as he talked about the 
enslaved peoples who worked in the home, including many happy, 
well-adjusted “mammies” that lived and worked there. As he kept 
asking the group to gather closer around him, Porchia began to 
retreat so that soon she was almost in another room.

Eventually, after another egregious exchange, one of Porchia’s col-
leagues abruptly ended the tour. Some people were angry. Oth-
ers embarrassed. A few were not sure what to make of what had 
happened. What had happened? The tour guide made a genuine 
attempt at making the tour relevant to Porchia. But he did it on 
his terms, not hers. He forced her to perform his version of black-
ness, instead of learning how to be relevant to her experience. He 
didn’t just tell her the door wasn’t for her. He sent her running for 
it. Porchia’s experience is extreme. But it happened. It happens to 
outsiders every day. If this happened to you, would you venture 
into that room—or any similar one—again?

When we invite in outsiders, of any kind, we have to do it on their 
terms. Not ours. It’s their key. It’s their door. They have given us the 
gift of their participation, and they deserve our interest and respect. 
Even if that requires learning new ways of working, speaking, or 
connecting. We’re trying to unlock new meaning with them. And 
we should be willing to put in the work to make that possible. It’s 
not about accommodation. It’s about treating everyone inside the 
room as whole people, with the dignity we all deserve.”

 (Simon 2016, pp. 74-75)1

In order to unlock new potentials in museums and archives, we have to listen 
very carefully to Nina Simons approach to make the art (and culture) relevant 
to both insiders and outsiders. How do we avoid otherizing the outsiders in 

1 http://www.artofrelevance.org/2017/12/27/otherizing-outsiders/ Accessed 
30.12.2018
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our attempt at making the cultural heritage relevant to outsiders? How do 
we, at museums and archives become relevant to outsiders’ experiences of 
(their) cultural heritage? How do we avoid performing insiders version of 
the other without at the same time develop new ways of engaging in social 
efforts in museums and archives?   

According to Kershaw et al. (2018), the collaborative efforts in museums 
correspond to “lower-order forms” of co-production as the traditional and 
accepted forms of museums co-production, which require minimal change 
to the work of public sector organisations and professionals. In contrast, 
you will seldom find “higher-order forms” of co-production also known 
as co-creation in museums, because it requires that the socially engaged 
practices can be conducted jointly with the participants. Co-creation is a 
full co-production, co-construction or co-innovation (Kershaw et al. 2018, 
p. 22), where the ‘outsiders’ as participants or the community as a whole 
becomes involved in the design of services at the museum or archive. 

Unfortunately, the hierarchy of co-production results in processes of oth-
erizing outsiders. Museums and archives have rarely institutionalised the 
practices that emphasise a social engagement on the terms of co-creation. As 
long as museums and archives practice “lower-order forms” of co-production 
it becomes an active engagement and not an activist engagement. The gap 
in the processes of institutionalising “higher-order forms” of co-production 
as co-creation provides a space in museums and archives, where established 
practices are maintained, and the worst-case scenario according to Simon 
(2016, p. 74) becomes a reality: “an outsider comes in, and an insider is 
completely unequipped to welcome that person on their own terms”. 

According to Kershaw et al. (2018, p. 20) “lower forms of co-production 
can be argued as ‘tokenism’”, understood as the practice of making only a 
symbolic effort from the viewpoint of the professional bodies to socially 
engage in outsiders’ experiences and their embeddedness in cultural heritage. 

The involvement of government decision-making is needed in order to 
make room for socially engaging practices in museums and archives that 
follow the practices of co-creation, and involve the participants in the design 
of services (Kershaw et al. 2018) and avoid otherizing outsiders (Simon 
2016). At the same time, Newman (2013) argues, “that the complex nature 
of engagement cannot be accommodated by policy in its present form and cannot 
be captured by existing audit and evaluation tools” (p. 120), and suggests “that 
new approaches that acknowledge the roles visitors play in the construction of 
meanings need to be developed” (p. 120). The new approaches depart from the 
perspectives of the visitors and their struggles to understand the rules of the 
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field concerning their absence of cultural capital (Newman 2013, p. 129). 
According to Newman’s research on the social impact of museums and 

galleries (2013), visitors often feel “out of place” when visiting a museum 
or a gallery (p. 130), or as Simon (2016) demonstrated in Porchia’s story: 
the process of otherizing outsiders, e.g. visitors. The otherizing of the visitors 
become evident when they lack the cultural capital of the insiders. You can 
approach this complexity from two sides: either you turn the outsiders into 
insiders, or you turn the insiders into outsiders. Mostly, the latter is absent 
in the literature on this subject and only leave room for ‘best practices’ by 
the development of the visitor's cultural capabilities. That is why Newman 
(2013) elaborates a critical approach to the reproduction of inequalities “that 
are inherent in the fields that dominated their production and so can be socially 
regressive. This is because fields reproduce the social structures and values that 
are inherent to them. However, the effect on the respondents was variable and 
determined by their cultural capital and subsequent habitus. This determined 
the extent to which participants recognise and are influenced by the authorised 
discourse associated with the field” (pp. 132-133). 

The sectoral shift towards the visitors can be elaborated in accordance 
with three discourses that function alongside each other. The first discourse 
departs from an ideological framework, where museums are positioned as 
agents of social reform that echo interpretations of the nineteenth-century 
museums’ roles as civilising instruments of the state (Sandell 2003, 2007). 
The second discourse is based in the New Public Management efforts to 
measure service outcomes for users, but the outcomes are dependent upon 
the habitus of the users, which differs considerably according to Newman 
(2013). The attempt to use the cultural heritage sector to address social 
problems, such as inequality in society, as the ideological approach sug-
gested by Sandell (2003, 2007), would, according to Newman (2013), 
have an unpredictable effect, because it reproduces the inequality instead 
of combating the processes of exclusion. The third discourse relates to an 
approach to New Public Governance (Osborn 2006, 2009, 2010) that 
posits a plural state, where multiple interdependent actors contribute to the 
delivery of public services emphasising the importance of co-production 
and co-creation. 

“This represents a significant challenge for those with dominant field 
positions in that it questions the basis for their authority in deter-
mining how value is understood. Efforts to widen access constitute 
an attempt to give visitors the cultural capital to engage with value 
structures as they currently exist rather than attempting to change 
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them. It is suggested that the linear nature of existing performance 
measurement systems are unable to capture the active involvement 
of visitors in making sense of their experience”

 (Newman 2013, p. 134). 

The active involvement of the visitors (NPG), which Newman (2013) points 
toward in his research, merges with the efforts to measure the visitors’ in-
volvements (NPM), and as a result the measurable indicators become the 
attractors that regulate what museums and archives strive to engage in 
socially, as a mean to develop their collaborative practices with outsiders 
in the local communities. 

Therefore, the programs, which is offered in museums and archives, do 
often not challenge the hegemonic or dominating practices, but instead 
maintain the resistance to both co-production and co-creation at an individ-
ual, organisational, and sectoral level keeping ‘the new museology’ (Kershaw 
et al. 2018, p. 26) or “a collaborative museology” (Schultz 2011) at an arm’s 
length in their detached practices.   

According to Bovaird (2007), the key obstacle to co-production and co-cre-
ation is the lack of skills required to work with users and communities among 
professionals in the public sector in general and in ‘the art of relevance’ in 
particular. All of the contributions in this publication recall these issues 
directly or indirectly in order to be able to confront the consequences, 
but only some of the contributions dare to approach “the uncomfortable 
reflexivity” (Pillow 2003) in order to problematise the consequences of 
otherizing outsiders in museums and archives. Following Pillows approach 
to “the uncomfortable reflexivity” as a way of “living with a reflexivity of 
discomfort” (Pillow 2003, p. 192), we might elaborate the contemporary 
void in the socially engaging practices in museum and archives, and look 
forward to unlock new practices of confounding disruptions in museums 
and archives: 

“Thus a reflexivity that pushes toward an unfamiliar, towards the 
uncomfortable, cannot be a simple story of subjects, subjectiv-
ity, and transcendence or selfindulgent tellings. A tracing of the 
problematics of reflexivity calls for a positioning of reflexivity not 
as clarity, honesty, or humility, but as practices of confounding 
disruptions – at times even a failure of our language and practices.” 

(Pillow 2003. P. 192)   
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In order to unlock new practices of confounding disruptions in museums 
and archives, we need to be able to deal with the production of uncom-
fortable reflexivity, when we engage socially with ‘outsiders’ as a way to be 
accountable to people’s struggles for self-representation and self-determina-
tion. We need to approach the insiders’ uncomfortable reflexivity in order 
to unlock new practices of confounding disruptions as socially engaged 
practices in museums and archives, and eventually, it might become the 
new approach to “a climate of increasing reflexivity within the profession [is] 
identified as a ‘new museology’” (Ross 2004, p. 84). The contributions in 
this publication demonstrate the struggles museums and archives have with 
this kind of reflexivity – the uncomfortable reflexivity. When you enter 
the production of uncomfortable reflexivity, you have to approach it as a 
learning process, and in order to get out of “the exclusive and elitist tower” 
and be able to “dive into the uncomfortable reflexivity”. We as profession-
als have to become “learners” or “students” ourselves and partly dissolve 
our authority, our superiority as professional insiders that let go of the “I 
know better than you” attitude, in order to be able to turn the insiders into 
outsiders (Fristrup et al. 2015).  

“Collaboration is an example of this active engagement, and it is 
important to reveal this process to visitors; not doing so risks per-
petuating the belief that voices of authority come only from the 
museum” 

(Schultz 2011, p. 2) 

According to Schultz (2011, p. 2), the active engagement is a form of social 
activism “reflecting their belief that its relevance extends beyond those immedi-
ately participating in the process. Such a belief, however, implies the need for the 
visiting public to be a part of the process, a group that is frequently overlooked 
in discussions of collaboration. Yet, only where there is public recognition of 
community involvement at the museum can the full benefits of collaboration 
be realized”.
 The uncomfortable reflexivity is needed in order to combat exclusion, and 
according to Schultz (2011, p. 1), the museum (and the archive) “must be 
an agent of  empowerment for marginalized communities by providing them 
access to resources and it must serve as intermediary between local groups and 
mainstream society by acting as a point of contact and by disseminating infor-
mation. Individually, both of these tasks provide important services. However, 
it is only when the two work in concert – when the knowledge disseminated by 



INTRODUCTION FRISTRUP 11

museums includes information regarding their direct involvement with local 
communities – that museums can fully realize their potential in combating social 
exclusion. Museum collaboration – the practice of working with communities in 
the production of knowledge through research and displays – is meant to bridge 
these two tasks, enabling communities to utilize collections for their own purposes 
while producing something of benefit for the museum to share with others”. 

The growing emphasis on collaboration, which is demonstrated in this pub-
lications’ contributions from museums and archives, represents, according 
to Schultz (2011), “a change in the self-awareness of museums as they assess 
their social relevance in relation to their ability to respond to the needs of di-
verse communities. In particular, discussions of the practice focus on its ability 
to reach marginalized peoples, providing services to frequently underserved 
populations” (p. 1).   

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a neoliberal turn in economic policy 
involved an attack on the welfare state in general and the public sector in 
particular. In this context, the efforts of the public funded museums and 
archives have gradually undergone radical changes and forced its profes-
sionals to shift their attention from the collections to the visitors (Sandell 
2003, Ross 2004, Schultz 2011, Newman 2013, McCall & Gray 2014). 

According to McCall & Gray (2014), “the ‘new museology’ started with the 
intention of introducing a new philosophy around how museums function and 
a changed relationship between museums and their societies and communities. 
[ ] The ‘new museology’ is a discourse around the social and political roles of 
museums, encouraging new communication and new styles of expression in 
contrast to classic, collections-centred museum models” (p. 19, 20). McCall 
and Gray (2014) explore to which extent this approach has been achieved 
in practice throughout Great Britain, and they conclude: 

“the ‘new museology’ has had less practical effect than the muse-
ology literature might anticipate. This is a result of multiple causal 
factors that extend far beyond the forms of professional control of 
the museums sector and museums policy that the ‘new museology’ 
literature is based on. Despite this, the ‘new museology’, and the 
discourses associated with it, has been a useful tool for museum 
workers. Museum workers have been shown to be key agents in 
utilising the rhetoric related to the ‘new museology’ in the pursuit 
of multiple museum functions and in managing their own practices. 
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How this relates to broader questions of museum practice is more 
debatable, as museum workers utilise the discourses in relation 
to their own values and activities, rather than to anything out-
ward-facing. There has been some progress with regard to activities 
around the ‘new museology’, but a full transition into this ideology 
has not been achieved by any museum service in this study. The 
empirical evidence has clearly shown that there are different and 
competing tensions within museum services. There was evidence of 
polarisation within museums services based on museum function 
and worker’s roles, especially between managers and traditional 
curatorial roles. This polarisation is often pushed by management 
control mechanisms that lead workers to adopt defensive strategies 
within their services. Tensions are connected to views of profes-
sionals and the widening role of museum workers into ‘para-pro-
fessionals’, or what we term, ‘bureau-professionals’. The increasing 
emphasis on the bureaucratic part of the ‘bureau-professional’ 
role could limit the extent to which the ‘new museology’ can be 
implemented in practice, particularly if it conflicts with broader 
managerial tendencies and expectations. We emphasise that the 
real picture in museums is not simple. Our findings show that these 
polarisations do exist within museums but they are not particu-
larly fixed. The discourse related to the old and ‘new museology’ is 
dynamic. Perceptions around the role and function of museums 
can go backwards and forwards between these continuums. The 
picture in most museums includes workers who understand both 
sides of this picture, but often structural challenges (such as collec-
tions being ‘downgraded’) force people to adopt a certain side in 
defence. These structural constraints and defensive mechanisms 
can limit the extent to which the intentions and expectations of 
the ‘new museology’ can be practically implemented in museums. 
We believe that none of the museums and services that we have 
examined could be seen to be unambiguously ‘new museological’ 
in orientation. It is rather a matter of degree depending upon how 
the factors that we have identified affect individual cases. Further 
research is required to establish how far individual museums and 
services have advanced in a new museological direction. Further 
empirical work to develop the arguments presented here could 
demonstrate both the limitations and the opportunities that exist 
within museums and galleries for the creation of new approaches 
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and practices within the sector as a whole, and how these opportu-
nities and limitations work out when implemented. We have sought 
to explain the limitations of change in the particular context of 
museums, but future questions around the effective management 
of organisational change would be important to consider in taking 
these findings forward” 

(McCall & Gray 2014, pp. 31-32).   

The publication that you are about to read is in many ways an attempt to 
demonstrate how far museums and archives have advanced in the direction 
of a new museological. The paradigmatic turn towards “a new museology” 
can be grounded in the rise of a learning regime in Europe from the 1960s 
and onwards and unfolds a discourse around the social and political efforts 
of museums, encouraging a growing emphasis on collaboration between 
museums and communities. The societal impact in museums is also evident 
in archives even though archives tent to have an explicit focus on accessibility 
following the digitalisation efforts in archives to turn access into learning. 

The contributions in this publication demonstrate both the limitations and 
the opportunities that exist within museums and archives for the creation 
and unlocking of new approaches and practices within the cultural heritage 
sector as a whole, and how these opportunities and limitations work out 
when implemented as socially engaged practices in museums and archives. 
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ABSTRACT

Lifelong Learning is labelled as a policy tool, designed by the EU, which 
changed the rules of the game in the formulation of education policy. A 
systematic mapping of transnational policy terms 1965-1995 shows how 
the term Learning appeared implicit or explicit in policy documents. Gov-
ernments, intergovernmental bodies, and multi-national corporations were 
promoting new policy terms before the EU took the lead and promoted 
Lifelong Learning. The methodology of the study is based on models, hy-
potheses, quantitative data, antonyms and comparative studies of time and 
space. December 1965 is the point of departure: A UNESCO committee 
for the Advancement of Adult Education adopted a definition of Lifelong 
Education, which included horizontal and vertical integration of education 
policies. The Nordic Council of Ministers provided funds for the develop-
ment of Andragogy and the Parliament in Norway passed a reform, which 
acknowledged the term Adult Learning explicitly.  Twenty-four multi-na-
tional corporations in alliance with universities in Europe were lobbying for 
a European dimension in education policies. The European Commission 
announced in December 1995 the promotion of The European Year of Life-
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long Learning. The scenario changed: The EU was in favour of Integrated 
Learning – not Integrated Education.
  
I. INTRODUCTION 

Governments, intergovernmental bodies, and multi-national corporations 
in developed as well as developing countries, are applying Lifelong Learning 
(hereafter LLL) when they develop strategies for education policy. This 
study labels LLL as a policy tool leading to a shift in the regime1. The 
restructuring of educational provision in EU member states is indicating 
a Discontinuity, which equals the predictions made by an American man-
agement expert.2 Peter F. Drucker described in the 1960s trends leading 
towards a Knowledge Society in the US – trends, which may be compared 
with trends in Europe: A century-long teaching regime based on the Top-
Down approach was in the Europe of the late 1980s meeting an emerging 
Learning regime based on the Bottom-Up approach. The latter caused 
Discontinuity in national policy-design from the late 1990s.

Anja P. Jakobi, a political scientist in Germany, who has published com-
prehensive studies of LLL, maintained a strict distinction between LLL as 
an idea and LLL as a reform.3 Peter J. May, an American, applied another 
conceptual distinction. He stated that policy-design and implementation are 
distinctive processes.4 
A Norwegian government report acknowledged in 1965 the policy term 
Voksenopplæring (adult learning). It was supposed to replace the policy 
term Folkeopplysning. The Government wanted to integrate two public 
policies into one: 1) the traditional educational, cultural work provided by 
schools and voluntary organizations and 2) the vocational and work-related 
education and training organized by employers, trade unions, professional 

1 “Regimes can be defined as sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules 
and decision-making procedures around which stakeholder `s expectations 
converge in a given area of international relations. Principles are beliefs of fact, 
causation, and rectitude. Norms are standards of behavior defined in terms 
of rights and obligations. Rules are specific prescriptions or proscriptions for 
actions. Decision-making procedures are prevailing practices for making and 
implementing collective choice” (Krasner 1983:2). This definition from Po-
litical Science in the US is seminal for the study. An article by Jochim & May 
(2010) influenced the current study.

2 Drucker 1969
3 Jakobi 2012a: 32,37
4 May 2012
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bodies and labour market boards. The Norwegian policy-design was in the 
1960s and the 1970s are having similarities with the designs promoted by 
transnational stakeholders. 5 The Parliament in Norway adopted in 1976: 
1) Adult Learning as reform and 2) the establishment of Norsk Voksenped-
agogisk Institutt (a national institute for andragogy). 

Denmark, in comparison, was not trying to integrate the two public 
policies in question. A Danish government report from 1965 replaced the 
policy term Voksenoplysning (adult enlightenment), which was proposed by 
a former government, with the policy term Fritidsundervisning for voksne 
(leisure-teaching of adults).6 The Norwegian and the Danish reports were 
targeting the adults (the individuals) as a specific group in the national 
population as such. The Norwegian position was radical because the Gov-
ernment wanted to abolish the traditional Folkeopplysning. 

The design of a Norwegian reform, with adults as a target group, lasted 
from 1965 to 1976: The educational providers established in January 
1977 an implementation of the national reform. However, the relation 
Science-Policy-Profession-Practice was complex in the Nordic countries 
where the teaching Profession had much influence: How can an approach 
embedded in Profession be changed? (See Figure 1). An economist noted in 
1992 that four OECD countries (Australia, Canada, Japan, and Norway) 
already had implemented Adult Learning reforms. Norway was the first 
country in Europe having a reform based upon a long-term strategy: The 
Norwegian Government appointed in September 1981 a commission who 
scrutinized LLL until September 1986.7

The European Union (hereafter the EU) was a dominant stakeholder among 
the intergovernmental bodies engaging themselves in the promotion of LLL 
in 1995. The EU announced 1996 as The European Year of Lifelong Learning 
and started the development of a transnational policy-design. This process 
lasted until 2006. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (hereafter the OECD) published a report called Lifelong Learning 
for All in January 1996 while a global stakeholder, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (hereafter the UNESCO), 

5 Tøsse 2000:8-9 and Tøsse 2011:221. Tøsse referred to a judgement by Udjus. 
Ingelise Udjus was from 1965 head of university extension at Oslo University 
and a member of the Norwegian delegation at the UNESCO world conference 
in Tokyo (1972).  

6 Ehlers 2009:21
7 Tuijnman 1992:220, Kirke- og Undervisningsdepartementet 1986.
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released the report Learning – the Treasure within in the Spring of 1996. 
The EU, the OECD, and the UNESCO, three intergovernmental bodies 
took action within a few months, and they were all saying much the same.8

The EU, the dominant transnational stakeholder, was willing to invest 
6.9 billion euros for the implementation of LLL.9 The European Commission 
decided to integrate the existing educational programmes into each other 
and announced a programme that had the intention to integrate education 
for all target groups, adults included. The name was: The Lifelong Learning 
Programme 2007-2013. The European Parliament allocated a large grant in 
November 2006, and the European Commission asked the member states 
to develop national strategies for LLL and to forward them to Brussels.10

Consequently, the EU decided and funded the development of a trans-
national policy-design, the OECD delivered expertise, and the UNESCO 
did marketing. The European Commission completed the policy design in 
2006, and an implementation process took off in the EU member states.

II. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Publications about the education and training of teachers are often discussing 
the relationship between Theory (abstract approach) and Practice (concrete 
approach). However, the relevance of this analytical model tends to become 
limited, at least in Europe, if we consider national policy-design after the 
Maastricht Treaty.11 The argument is: Theory and Practice are ‘national’ 
constructions. They are too simple to depict the transnational complications 
of the educational systems today. These constructions have been influenced 
by transnational policy-designs in Europe after 1993. Discontinuity in the 
design of Policy eventually is supposed to induce changes in Theory as well 
as Practice.

This study defines teachers and learners as stakeholders in the construc-
tion of Practice. Teaching and Learning could be considered as processes 
embedded in the Practice Box (Figure 1) in the contemporary world. In 
other words, teachers and learners belong to the Communities of Practice.12 

Theory, as per definition, is an abstract approach (non-Practice) and of 
course, more than one abstract approach exists today. Science, Profession 

8 Field 2000:8
9 Jakobi 2012b:397
10 Pepin 2007:130
11 Ehlers 2013:21
12 Wenger 1998 
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and Policy are ‘abstract’ approaches. The growth in science production, 
in professionalisation strategies, and in policy-designs (see the graphics in 
Figure 2, 3, and 4) makes it reasonable to apply an analytical model having 
more than one approach to understand abstract depictions of reality along 
with the approach representing concrete action (Practice). Figure 1 makes 
a consistent distinction between four approaches. No more, no less. 

The rationale behind the construction of the analytical model is that the 
Approach of stakeholders embedded in one box will never be compatible 
with the Approach embedded in another box.13 No stakeholder is able to 
think 100 per cent out of the box. The Approach embedded in Practice 
(teachers and learners as communities of practice) is not compatible with 
the Approach embedded in Science. The Approach embedded in the Policy 
Box is not compatible with the Approach embedded in the Science Box. 
The Approach embedded in the Profession Box is neither compatible with 
the Policy Box, the Science Box, or the Practice Box.

13 Figure 1 is an outcome of discussions with Jakob Wandall and Shalini Singh. 
The first version (Ehlers 2006a, preface) was inspired by a distinction be-
tween three Ways of Living with reference to a Danish ethnologist (Højrup 
1984). His distinction was applied in a study of national policy-design (Ehlers 
2000:113-148).

Figure 1  Analytical model: four approaches in education 
Source: Ehlers 2006a:10-11
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The analytical model is designed as a tool for using sources in research. The 
assumption is that the appearance of a new word in any of the boxes indi-
cates a Discontinuity in that box. Knowing the home of a word indicates 
the type of change, which is signalled by that word. The crucial question 

Figure 2 Transnational stakeholders in Europe promoting new policy terms 
Source: Created by the author on the basis of references used in 
this paper and designed by A. Fristrup
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will always be: What is the context? Context matters in social science.14 In 
other words: Which box is the home of the word in question?  

The word The Learning Society may serve as an example: An international 
commission led by Edgar Faure, a French politician, called in December 
1972 for The Learning Society (see section V). Later, Torsten Husèn, a Swed-
ish social scientist, released a publication having the title The Learning 
Society (1974). The word is spelt the same way, but the contexts are different. 
Faure et al. discussed a policy term while Husèn discussed a scientific concept. 
The members of the Faure-Commission were embedded in the Policy Box 
during their reporting, and the home for the reflections made by the Swedish 
Professor was the Science Box. In sum, The four boxes are four frameworks 
or four approaches in education policy to work with sources for research. 

How are individuals reflecting in Practice? This study considers Practice 
as a Black Box. John Field, a social scientist in Scotland, investigated the 
trend towards individualization and noted, in the late 1990s, the appearance 
of a Silent Explosion in individual lives and identities.15 He considered the 
explosions, embedded in individuals, as outcomes of Informal Learning. That 
is: The Black Box is defined as a framework for individual silent explosions 
in a particular context. 

Documentation of Formal and Non-Formal Learning may be found in texts 
and mapped as in Figure 3-5 (section III). A mapping of Informal Learning 
is, of course, problematic. Practice is, as stated above, defined as the home of 
Informal Learning: This study acknowledges a trend in the 1990s towards 
Discontinuity in the Practice Box. This Discontinuity was marked by the 
emergence of learner-centric models. Apart from that, in the 1990s, more 
policies were formulated as compared to the 1980s. In other words, discus-
sions about the Theory-Practice relation became irrelevant while discussions 
about the Science-Policy-Profession-Practice relation became relevant. 

The terms have the Policy Box as home. That is: Policy is interpreted as a 
product – not as a process.   Some clarification is needed here: Education 
policy terms (the products of education policy processes) are seen as empty 
signifiers.16 However, they are in the current study named policy terms. Some 

14 Flyvbjerg 2006:223
15 Schøn (1983), The Reflective Practioner. Field (1998), The Silent Explosion. 

Living in the Learning Society.
16 Another concept having the same meaning within discourse theory is nodal 

points. The exact meaning of the nodal point/the empty signifier/the policy 
term will only be apparent when it is placed in a certain context (Aakerstrøm 
Andersen 1999:95-96). An example: The National UNESCO Commission 
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are acknowledged by national stakeholders, others by national as well as 
transnational stakeholders. 

The appearance of transnational policy terms 1965-1995 manifested 
a political will to change the Approach in the Profession Box: The move 
from teacher-centric models (Top-Down) towards learner-centric models 
(Bottom-Up) was recommended by transnational stakeholders. The word 
Pedagogy – according to the current interpretation of Figure 1 – does not 
have Science, Policy, or Practice as its home. Pedagogy is normative, deals 
with ideas, and is embedded in the Profession Box. The words Teaching and 
Learning can both be defined as processes and products. This study considers 
Teaching as a Top-Down process and Learning as a Bottom-up process. 

Some transnational stakeholders in Europe had the same intention: To 
move the design of education policy from collectivism towards individ-
ualism.17 A Teaching regime is, according to the author, based upon an 
approach directed towards the nation (the collective) while a Learning regime 
presupposes an approach directed towards the learner (the individual) who 
is not necessarily restricted within ‘national’ constructs any more (Figure 
6 in section IV).

It is assumed that the introduction of new transnational policy terms 
indicates a discontinuity in the Policy Box. The study will document how 
intergovernmental bodies and multi-national corporations adopted and 
promoted new policy terms. It will be shown how transnational policy 
terms influenced national and transnational stakeholders and were used to 
push vertical and horizontal integration forward.

The countries in Europe had in the past centuries labelled education as 
a cultural policy which meant: a cost for the nation-state. All countries 
intended to improve their own education systems in ways, which were 
different from the education systems in the neighbouring countries because 
nation-building was a core aim. This approach began to disappear in the 
1990s according to several studies. The focus on Politics (old) moved towards 
Policy-making (new).18 

Finally, the study conceives the appearance and the promotion of transna-

in Denmark constructed in 1971 an empty signifier called livslang integreret 
uddannelse/udvikling (lifelong integrated education/development), Ehlers 
2010:40,44. How can this “double” term be understood? As Lifelong Teaching 
(Top-Down) and Lifelong Learning (Bottom Up)?

17 Telhaug et al. (2004), From collectivism to individualism. Education as 
Nation Building in a Scandinavian Perspective. 

18 Moutsios 2010:121-124
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tional terms in Europe as a move towards a new regime influencing national 
policy-design. Two Finnish researchers named the emerging regime supra-
national19. However, this study is in favour of transnational, as the linkages 
among stakeholders are not necessarily hierarchical and nevertheless, Gov-
ernments are making their own interpretations of the transnational terms. 
The UNESCO promoted the term Lifelong Education, but member states 
as Denmark and Norway gave the term a national flavour (see section IV). 
The translations between English, French, and German caused discrepancies 
in the national interpretations (see section X). 

Policy-designs (macro, meso and micro level) are embedded in a single 
box only, as evident from Figure 1. The focus of the study is on mapping 
and discussing terms embedded in the Policy Box.  This analytical strategy 
was applied in a study of Danish policy-design (2004)20, transnational com-
parative studies (2017)21 and continuing vocational education and training 
policies (under publication)22. Policy-makers try, during the policy-design 
and the policy implementation, to change the approach embedded in the 
other boxes. However, according to this study, the terms embedded in the 
Policy Box can be aligned with the ideas in the Profession Box or the con-
cepts in the Science Box, but the approach of the stakeholders in relation to 
these terms, ideas and concepts would never be similar. This is because of 
differences in skills, interests and interpretations of reality in the three boxes.

III. HYPOTHESES, QUANTITATIVE DATA, ANTONYMS, AND GUIDELINES FOR 
READERS 

The approach to align the pre-fix Lifelong with the substantive Education has 
been known since the Antique.  It rooted in the Philosophy of Education, 
which means that its home is the Profession Box. The Czech educator, Amos 
Comenius (1592-1670), who argued for a lifelong perspective in education, 
may serve as a concrete example. The approach in the current study is Ed-
ucation Policy (not Philosophy of Education), and actually, this approach 
has a short history.23 Some researchers of education in German-speaking 
countries are defining themselves as political scientists, and this study is 

19 Kallo & Rinne (2006) (eds.), Supranational Regimes and National Educa-
tion Policies – Encountering Challenge.

20 Ehlers 2004a
21 Singh 2017
22 Singh et. al. (under publication)
23 Jakobi et al. 2010, Busemeyer & Trampusch 2011
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in alignment with them. However, the Science Box is never the home of 
alignment among scientists.

A general assumption is that LLL appeared as two Generations: One in 
the 1970s and another in the 1990s. However, not everybody, engaged 
in scientific studies of education, are supporting this periodization. Three 
researchers in the US were in 2008 provoked to publish an impressive 
review of the scientific literature because a German colleague had applied 
the periodization in question: Lee et al. argued for the late 1960s as the 
first peak phase for LLL.24 Alexandra Dehmel had in her article referred to 
Kjell Rubenson, a Swedish social scientist, who has influenced studies of 
adult education for, at least, three decades. Rubenson stated, in an article 
published in Swedish and in several later publications in English, the exist-
ence of two generations of LLL.25  

The study is considering the following hypotheses:  

1. LLL as the idea was promoted implicitly by transnational stakeholders 
since 1965.

2. LLL as reform was promoted explicitly by transnational stakeholders 
since 1986.

3. The European Internal Market triggered the transnational policy- 
design.

Quantitative Data
The database Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), made in the 
US, has since 1965 been collecting publications and documents. Michael 
Søgaard Larsen, a Danish librarian, documented in 2004 how the appearance 
of the term Learning, as mapped by ERIC, began to become frequent in the 
1990s. He emphasized, however, that a British/American bias was included 
in ERIC.26 Jakob Wandall, a Danish statistician, demonstrates how the bias 

24 Dehmel 2006 and Lee et al. 2008:448
25 Rubenson used the metaphor in 1994: He described the development of two 

generations of the same policy (Recurrent Education Policy in Sweden: A 
Moving Target). He was, apparently, describing Recurrent Education as idea 
and used the generation metaphor to underscore the existence of a continuity. 
However, Rubenson used the same metaphor in 1996 (Livslangt Lærande 
– mellom utopi og ekonomi). The current study is not aligning Recurrent 
Education and LLL as synonymous.

26 Søgaard Larsen 2004:242-243
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in question could be reduced by means of the statistical tool Google Ngram. 
This tool can handle several languages. Jakob Wandall made the figures 2, 
3, and 4. His figures are mapping the frequencies of the appearance of the 
terms: 1) Education (Èducation, Lehren), 2) Teaching (Enseigement, Erzie-
hung), and 3) Learning (Formation, Lernen) as counted by Google Ngram. 
Actually, Discontinuity can be mapped decade after decade. It is evident 
that the counting by Google Ngram is reflecting Discontinuity embedded 
in the Profession Box, the Science Box and the Policy Box. However, Google 
Ngram does not count the Discontinuity embedded in the Practice Box as 
its scope is limited to printed words. 

Interpretation of Figure 3
Minor discontinuity occurred in the 1970s followed by major discontinuity 
in the 1980s and the 1990s. The order of appearance was after 1970: 1) 
Education, 2) Teaching, and 3) Learning. The order of appearance changed 
after 2000 into: 1) Learning, 2) Education and 3) Teaching.

Figure 3 British terms 
Source: Google Ngram
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Interpretation of Figure 4
No major discontinuity occurred in the 1970s. Discontinuity occurred in 
the 1980s and the 1990s.The order of appearance after the 1970s was: 1) 
Enseignement, 2) Formation and 3) Èducation. The order of appearance 
changed in the 1980s into: 1) Formation 2) Enseignement, and 3) Èdu-
cation.

Interpretation of Figure 5
Major discontinuity occurred in the 1970s followed by a minor discontinu-
ity in the 1980s. A major discontinuity in the 1990s occurred once again.

The order of appearance was after the 1970s: 1) Erziehung, 2) Lernen, and 
3) Lehren. The order of appearance changed in the 1990s into: 1) Lernen, 
2) Erziehung, and 3) Lehren. The indications of discontinuity in Figure 5 
are probably the most valid as to EU member states. Austria joined the EU 
by January 1995 (together with Finland and Sweden). The argument is that 
English and French languages were being used outside Europe as well. The 
German language was frequent in Europe and the German term Lernen 
became more frequent in the 1990s. There was no major discontinuity in 
the 1970s.  The pattern for the English term Learning was the same. The 
French term Formation, became more frequent in the 1990s. In all the three 
languages: The discontinuity in the 1970s was minor for the term Learning.

Figure 4 French terms 
Source: Google Ngram
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Anja P. Jakobi took 1996 as her point of departure. She mapped the ap-
pearance of LLL as an idea (Profession Box) as well as LLL as reform (Policy 
Box). Her empirical studies of documents from 99 countries made her 
conclude that LLL is becoming a global norm. One of her findings is that 
OECD-countries (rich countries) implemented LLL as reform while non-
OECD countries (less rich countries) elaborated upon LLL as an idea.27

The European Commission acknowledged since December 1995 Learning 
as a policy term and 1996 was promoted as The European Year of Lifelong 
Learning. Social scientists, thinking in non-normative ways, may realize that 
the OECD member countries were the first to re-design the strategies for 
education policy. How to label the new situation?  Was an Evolution going 
on? Would it give the sense to call the discontinuity a Paradigm? Maybe a 
Silent Explosion? Or rather, one Regime replacing another Regime?

Guidelines for the Reader
This study is more empirical than theoretical. More macro level than micro 
level and more past than present. Selection of antonyms has been a prem-
ise for the terminology: 1) abstract vs concrete, 2) adult teaching vs adult 
learning, 3) conservative vs radical, 4) continuity vs discontinuity, 5) idea 
vs reform, 6) individual vs society 7) informal learning vs formal learning, 
8) horizontal integration vs. vertical integration, 9) national vs. transna-
tional, 10) policy design vs policy implementation, 11) theory vs practice, 

27  Jakobi 2012:50-51. See Lee & Friedrich 2011 about her findings.

Figure 5 German terms 
Source: Google Ngram
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12) top-down vs bottom-up. 
The sections are following each other in chronological order. Each sec-

tion is dealing with a theme and has its internal chronology. Section IV 
investigates the term Integrated Education and present an approach which 
is in accordance with the analytical model. The next section considers the 
interpretation problem: How were nation-states interpreting transnational 
terms? It deals with terms promoted by the UNESCO, the OECD, the 
ILO and the World Bank. Section VI is considering vertical policy-design. 
Countries in Europe acknowledged the policy terms promoted by intergov-
ernmental bodies. However, they re-formulated the terms in order to make 
them relevant in the national contexts. The mapping of the terms LLL and 
Competence in the context of the Nordic Council of Ministers (NCM) is 
interpreted as a policy action caused by the decision to establish the Euro-
pean Internal Market. Section VII introduces the organization European 
Round Table of Industrialists (ERT) as a transnational stakeholder, and it 
defines ERT as a European lobby organization. Initiatives taken by ERT 
and NCM are compared in section VIII. National, as well as transnational 
stakeholders, were carefully studying, initiatives taken by the European 
Commission. The point of departure is the joint EEC decision to make the 
Internal European Market operative by January 1993. The contemporary 
transnational actions taken in Europe are mapped. The EU White Paper 
Growth, Employment and Competition (December 1993) is the theme for 
section IX. Reports written by experts were published by the ERT and the 
NCM (February 1995). Section X considers the response from the Euro-
pean Commission. It delivers a presentation of the Second EU White Paper 
Teaching and Learning. Towards the Learning Society (December 1995) and 
maps the responses by the OECD and the UNESCO. The discussions in 
section XI includes some sketching about the rising Learning regime.

IV. INTEGRATED EDUCATION

Adults are the majority in all populations, but they were in the past not 
included in the national design of education policy. The governments in 
Europe considered the costs of the teaching of children and young people 
an adequate burden.  However, the Nordic countries and the United King-
dom had since long, a tradition for providing public funds for educational 
offers to adults.28

28 Knoll 2007:26
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The UNESCO appointed after the world conference in Montreal (1960) 
a Consultative Committee for the Advancement of Adult Education. The mem-
bers of this committee, including a senior official appointed by the Nordic 
countries, recommended the UNESCO General Secretary to focus upon 1) 
Mass attack upon ignorance and illiteracy, 2) Life-Long Education for all, 
and 3) Education for International Understanding. This recommendation 
was followed up in August 1962 at a European conference organized by the 
UNESCO Institute in Hamburg. The themes selected for the conference 
aligned Adult Education to:  1) Society, 2) Work and 3) The Individual.29 
That is: The terms Life-Long Education and the Individual were on the 
UNESCO agenda in the early 1960s.

The Council of Europe labelled the education of adults as a culture policy. 
This intergovernmental body (founded in 1949) had since January 1962 
a Council for Cultural Cooperation consisting of senior officials sitting in 
committees for 1) higher education, 2) general and technical education, and 
3) Out-of-School-Education. The latter committee organized a conference 
about adult education, which was hosted by Norway. A senior official from 
the Norwegian Ministry for Church & Education chaired the committee, 
which acknowledged the term Permanent Education as the European name 
for Lifelong Education.30 France was promoting the term Èducation Perma-
nente (term in French with the same meaning).

The UNESCO Committee for the Advancement of Adult Education 
recommended from December 1965 the following definition of Lifelong 
Education: 

“…the animating principle of the whole process of education, regarded as con-
tinuing through an individual´s life from his earliest childhood to the end of his 
days, and therefore calling for integrated organization. The necessary integration 
should be achieved both vertically, through the duration of life, and horizontally 
to cover all the various aspects of the life of individuals and societies….”31

29 Valderrama 1995:140,165. Details in a report by Jessup (1962). The Nordic 
representative was Ingeborg Lyche from the Norwegian Ministry for Church & 
Education (Tøsse 2011:221).  

30 Udjus 1982:121, Tøsse 2011:227, 221). Ingeborg Lyche was chair for the 
committee. She and Ingelise Udjus were for decades involved in transnational 
policy-design (Bjerkaker & Wivestad 1982:30,116). See Lyche 1964, Lyche 
1974 and Udjus 1966, Udjus 1968, Udjus 1972. 

31 The quote is picked from the foreword in an anthology edited by F. W. Jessup 
(1969). The 1965 definition was formulated by Lengrand in the secretariat for 
the committee. Paul Lengrand had been an UNESCO officer since 1948 and 



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES32

The UNESCO acknowledged the definition and Lifelong Education be-
came a dominant theme during the International Year of Education (1970). 
The theme was radical because Lifelong Education was more political than 
conceptual.32 The UNESCO, an intergovernmental body, focused with Life-
long Education upon all age groups and recommended its member states to 
re-design the whole process of education. The definition of the transnational 
policy term included the life of individuals as well as the life of societies.

The design of the Norwegian education policy was in the 1960s and the 
1970s influenced by scientific studies.33 One of the consequences of this 
strategy was the decision to develop Voksenpedagogikk (Andragogy) which 
led to the establishment of Norsk Voksenpedagogisk Institutt by January 
1977. Egil Nilsen, a sociologist from Oslo University, had in 1958 published 
a study of leisure activities organized for adults. He concluded that the 
traditional Folkeopplysning was having an unpleasant ring of Top-Down.34 
The political consequence of this scientific study was that the Norwegian 
Government acknowledged the term Voksenopplæring (Adult Learning) in 
1965. The acknowledgement indicates – in the case of Norway – an explicit 
move away from the Top-Down approach.

The committee for Adult Education (appointed by the UNESCO) rec-
ommended that the whole process of education should be re-designed as 
Integrated Education. In other words: a Discontinuity was implied. The 
UNESCO called for horizontal integration as well as vertical integration. 
The term horizontal integration implies, in the current study, a process where 
activities on the same qualification level are aligned with each other. Voca-
tional youth education is for instance aligned with general youth educa-

was in 1967 appointed as director for the UNESCO Institute of Education 
in Hamburg. UNESCO published An Introduction to Lifelong Education 
(1970) written by Lengrand. He was 1971-72 a member of the secretariat for 
the Faure-Commission.      

32 Valderrama 1995:192-193,197-198. Lawson (1982), Lifelong Education: 
Concept or Policy?

33 Slagstad 1998:321-332, Helsvig 2014:39,41
34 Nilsen (1958), Interesser hos voksne. En kartlegging av fritidsinteresserne  

innen den norske befolkning i alderen 15-69 år. Publications by Nilsen in 
1963,1966, 1971 and 1972. The Royal Danish School of Educational Studies 
appointed Egil Nilsen as professor in andragogy by 1970. Brikt Jensen, another 
Norwegian academic, stated by 1960 that the Folkeoplysning approach was out-
dated. Jensen was appointed by Oslo University as head of university extension 
by 1962 (Tøsse 2011:190). 
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tion. The term vertical integration is defined as a process where educational 
activities are aligned with each other in order to make it possible for the 
individual to move from one qualification level to the next qualification 
level – from birth until death.

The following figure is the author`s interpretation of contemporary efforts:

Figure 1 and Figure 6 can be aligned because they presuppose each other. 
The Policy Box (Figure 1 in section II) may contain two approaches: Top-
Down and Bottom-Up. The first approach categorizes adults as members 
of a society (a collective), the second as individuals. The main argument 
behind the construction of Figure 6 is that the first priority, included in the 
definition of Lifelong Education, is the Learning Individual. This implies 
Discontinuity in the approach embedded in the Policy Box. (Figure 1).

The Council of Europe invited in 1969 the Education Ministers from 
the member states to a meeting in Versailles. The Council requested Edgar 
Faure, the French Minister, to deliver a presentation of Permanent Education. 
However, Olof Palme, the Swedish Minister, wanted to introduce Recurrent 
Education.35 Two member states were recommending different approaches 
to the education of adults.36 

35 Bengtsson 2013:344
36 The French term influenced the Council for Cultural Cooperation – and 

Permanent Education was already coined as a European synonym for the 
UNESCO term Lifelong Education. However, some formulations in a report 

Figure 6 Analytical model: Integrated Education in Europe  
Source: Lengrand 1970, Tagg & Barr 1995,  
Tuschling & Engemann 2006
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In sum: Two intergovernmental bodies acknowledged Permanent Educa-
tion promoted by France. The Council of Europe and the UNESCO did 
not acknowledge Recurrent Education which was promoted by Sweden.  No 
intergovernmental body in Europe promoted the term LLL in the 1960s.

V. LIFELONG EDUCATION VS RECURRENT EDUCATION

Philip H. Coombs, an American economist, working for the UNESCO, 
published the report The World Educational Crisis (1968) which led to 
global awareness about problems embedded in the national educational 
systems. The UNESCO organized an International Year of Education (1970) 
and appointed an international commission to analyse the situation.37 Edgar 
Faure (no longer Education Minister in France) was appointed as chair, and 
the international commission managed, within one year, to visit 23 countries, 
collect 80 national reports, negotiate with 13 international organizations, 
and participate in four international conferences.38 The outcome of these 
global efforts was a report, which was translated into several languages. It 
became public in December 1972 – four months after the UNESCO World 
Conference (Tokyo 1972).39

The international commission delivered 21 recommendations. The first 
principle said: 
“Tout individu doit avoir la possibilité d`apprendre pendant sa vie entière. L 
ìdée d’éducation permanente est la clé de voûte de la Cité educative.”40

published six years later indicate a compromise between the French and the 
Swedish approach (Council of Europe 1975). The French term has been scruti-
nized by Centano (Centano 2011:137-139).

37 Philip H. Coombs was in 1962 appointed as the first director for the UNES-
CO Institute for Educational Planning in Paris and was until 1992 active in 
activities organized by the International Council for Educational Development 
(ICED) in New York. Coombs published studies of the relations between 
Formal, Non-Formal, and Informal Education which influenced political deci-
sions in several countries (Coombs et al. 1973, Coombs (with Ahmed) 1974, 
and Coombs 1976). ICED adopted from the outset a concept of education that 
equates it broadly with learning, regardless of where. when and how the learning 
occurs (Coombs et al. 1973:9). It gives sense to align the Nordic term Folkeo-
plysning with the terms Non-Formal Education and Informal Education (Ehlers 
2000:149-151). See section VI.

38 Himmelstrup 1974:27,44. Per Himmelstrup was 1967-1976 senior official in 
the Danish Ministry of Education 

39 Ehlers 2009:44
40 Faure, E. et al. 1972a:205
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“Every individual must be in a position to be learning throughout his life. The 
idea of lifelong education is the keystone of the learning society.”41

“Jeder muss die Möglichkeit haben, während seines ganzen Lebens zu lernen. 
Die Idee permanenter Erziehung ist der Grundstein der Lerngesellschaft.”42

The seven authors, who formulated Learning to be. The world of educa-
tion today and tomorrow, were not representing the UNESCO. Their first 
principle is, however, in alignment with the definition of Lifelong Education 
acknowledged by the UNESCO. The first sentence in the quotes focuses 
upon the needs of the individual, and there is no difference between the 
French text and its translations into English and German. An approach 
moving towards individualism is recommended in all three versions. 

The second sentence in the quotes is different. The formulation in French 
is radical because the term Citè is less abstract as compared to the term Soci-
ety. Cities are living realities. The sentence in German includes Erziehung 
(upbringing), a somewhat conservative (top-down) term as compared to 
Éducation and Education. The argument is: The application of terms reflected 
different national approaches (the translations were published by the national 
UNESCO commissions). A similar finding in a document from 1995 is 
described in section X: Conservative approaches expressed in French and 
in German were downgraded when they were translated in English. This 
shows how alignment between terms embedded in the Policy Box (Figure 1 
in section IV) cannot be complete.                                                                                                                               

The Center for Educational Research and Innovation (the CERI), a research 
unit within the OECD, was manned with experts from Holland (Kallen), 
Sweden (Bengtsson), and Norway (Dalin). CERI released a report called 
Recurrent Education. A strategy for Lifelong Learning in 1973. The term 
Recurrent Education was taken from Sweden, and the proposal from CERI 
was discussed by the member countries until 1978/1979 when the overall 
policy context changed due to the second oil shock.43 The introduction 
to the report considered the term LLL with reference to learning theory.44 

41 Faure, E. et al. 1972b: 181
42 Faure, E. et al. 1972c:246
43 Bengtsson 2013:345. Jarl Bengtsson was head of CERI. He was recruited from 

the Swedish Ministry of Education. 
44 OECD 1973:17-18. Denis Kallen had worked for the OECD since 1948. 

Kallen was in 1973 appointed as professor of general and comparative educa-
tion in Amsterdam.  Åke Dalin was an expert in work-based learning. Dalin 
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The CERI activities were, however, isolated within the OECD according 
to Eide.45 This information may explain why the publication is having the 
acronym CERI and not the acronym OECD on the front page. The OECD 
was not promoting LLL in the 1970s.

The International Labour Organization (the ILO) adopted in June 1974 
The Paid Educational Leave Convention which soon was ratified by sev-
eral European countries (France 1975, Germany 1976, Hungary 1975, 
Netherlands 1976, Sweden 1975, and United Kingdom 1975). The key 
term embedded in the convention text is continuing education and training 
(ILO 1974). The terms Adult Education, Lifelong Education or Lifelong 
Learning, cannot be found in the document.46 The convention went into 
force in September 1976. The ILO was not promoting LLL in the 1970s.

A recommendation of Adult Education was, in November 1976, adopted 
at the General UNESCO Conference in Nairobi. The dominant policy term 
in this document is life-long education. However, the “double” term life-long 
education and learning is also embedded in the recommendation (UNESCO 
1976). How can this lack of consistency be explained? The “double” term 
was supposed to be understood as Lifelong Teaching (Top-Down) and 
Lifelong Learning (Bottom-Up)? 

It is known that there was a quarrel about the terminology: the European 
participants were in favour of the term life-long education, while the American 
participants preferred the term lifelong learning (Rivera 2009, Zapp & Dah-
men 2017). Was the quarrel related to the ratification of the ILO convention? 
The United States of America did actually not ratify the convention. One 
of the reasons could be an initiative taken by Walter F. Mondale, a senator 
from Minnesota, who was vice-president of the US 1977-1981. He had 
in 1976 proposed national legislation about lifelong learning. Mondale was 
then, according to himself, influenced by an umbrella organization called 
the Minnesota Learning Society as well as the Faure-Commission (Mondale 
1976). However, the approach presented in 1972 by the Faure-commission 
was systematically misinterpreted by lobbyists in the US. The result was 
that Americans erroneously used LLL as a synonym for Adult Education.47  

became head of the Norwegian Institute for Andragogy in 1977.
45 Eide 1990. Kjell Eide was a senior official in the Norwegian Ministry for 

Church & Education. He was 1961-1964 attached to the OECD
46 However, see the approach by Jakobi (2007).
47 Analysis by Stubblefield & Keane (1994:256-257). See also foot note 16.  It 

gives sense to compare this analysis with the “double” term which appeared in 
Denmark 1971. 
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The UNESCO was not promoting LLL in the 1970s.
In sum: The UNESCO (and the Council of Europe) promoted the term 

Lifelong Education (Permanent Education), which had a French touch. The 
OECD was opting for the term Recurrent Education, which had a Swedish 
touch. The terms Individual and Society are included in (1) the definition 
acknowledged by the UNESCO and (2) in principle formulated by the 
Faure-Commission. The fact, that these statements mentioned individuals 
before societies indicates a focus upon the Learning Individual. No inter-
governmental body in Europe promoted LLL in the 1970s.

VI. THE NORDIC COUNCIL OF MINISTERS

Intergovernmental bodies are influencing the policy-design in their mem-
ber countries. This was the case in the EU member states after the signing 
of the Maastricht Treaty. However, we may argue for the opposite: Member 
countries are influencing the policy-design recommended by intergovern-
mental bodies. France had, no doubt, influence when the term Permanent 
Education was included in the education strategy of the Council of Europe. 
Norway and Sweden had an influence upon the CERI.48 Small countries, 
like the Nordic countries, may influence the intergovernmental bodies – 
when they can deliver the relevant intellectual expertise. Influencing occurs 
both ways: From member country to intergovernmental body and from the 
intergovernmental body to member country. This way of designing Policy 
has been characterized as The two Level Game.49 

The cultural cooperation between the Nordic countries is based upon a 
tradition developed in the 19th century. An intergovernmental body, Nordisk 
Kulturkommission (the Nordic Commission for Cultural Cooperation), was 
established in 1947, reorganized in 1954, and succeeded by the Office for 
Nordic Cultural Cooperation in 1972.50 Denmark, Norway and Sweden had 
in 1959 during the preparation of the UNESCO world conference (Montreal 
1960) coordinated their strategies. The delegates decided that their joint 
approach should be the Folk High School tradition as well as the voluntary 

48 Denmark had influence upon the OECD in the 1960s when the General Sec-
retary was Danish. Professor Thorkil Kristensen served the OECD until 1969. 
He published the article Kundskab som produktionsfaktor (Knowledge as a 
Production Factor) by 1971. 

49 Martens 2007 (with reference to Putnam 1988)
50 Wendt 1978:256
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Folkeoplysning.51 The latter term meant, literally, that Enlightenment was 
forwarded from the top of the society to those on the bottom of the society. 
That is ‘A Top-Down’ approach. 

However, the relevance of the approach was soon reconsidered. The Nordic 
Commission for Cultural Cooperation received in 1963 a critical report about 
the Folkeoplysning in the Nordic countries while another report argued for 
the establishment of a Nordic research and documentation centre. Brikt 
Jensen, head of the university extension office at Oslo University, wrote 
both reports. The Commission appointed afterwards an expert committee, 
who formulated specific recommendations for the Nordic cooperation.52 

Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, and Sweden established the Nordic 
Council of Ministers (hereafter NCM) by January 1972. This intergovern-
mental body was an outcome of the fruitless negotiations about a Nordic 
economic union.53 Denmark was the sole Nordic member of the EEC/EU 
from January 1973 until January 1995 when Finland and Sweden joined 
the EU. 

The NCM labelled the education of adults as cultural policy.54 In fact, the 
same labelling as by the Council of Europe. Both transnational stakeholders 
funded development projects and published reports about the outcomes.55 
The first mapping of activities in the Nordic countries became the founda-
tion for a joint action plan for 1975-81. The action plan for 1982-88 was 
based on a specific budget line for development projects. Similar mappings 
were initiated in the following years.56  

The transnational coordination was formalized by 1984 when a joint 
committee for Folkeoplysning og Voksenundervisning was appointed by the 
Nordic governments. This “double” term was used by the NCM.   The 

51 Ehlers 2006b:347-348, Ehlers 2009:43
52 Udjus 1963:references, Tøsse 2011:190, Nilsen 1971:42
53 Sonne 2007
54 Lyche 1974
55 Transnational reports about development projects were published by Coun-

cil of Europe (1970), Permanent Education. A Compendium of Studies 
commissioned by the Council of Cultural Cooperation and by Nordisk Råd 
(1974), Voksenopplæring i de nordiske lande. En kartlegging av nordisk 
samarbejde på undervisningsområdet.

56 Ehlers 2006b:347-348. The development of Andragogy in Denmark, Swe-
den and Norway is described in a publication from the Danish Ministry of 
Education: Direktoratet for Ungdomsundervisning (1973), Voksenpædago-
gisk forskning og uddannelse…(andragological research and education…). 
Nordisk Ministerråd 1978, 1982, and 1983.



THE RISE OF A LEARNING REGIME IN EUROPE         EHLERS 39

FOVU was the Nordic acronym for the committee. NCM appointed in 
the 1980s several policy-designing committees consisting of senior officials 
recruited from the national ministries.57 It seems reasonable to interpret the 
construction of the FOVU committee as a strengthening of joint develop-
ment work. The acronym itself indicates a policy compromise between the 
member countries. 

The FO was an acronym for the Folkeoplysning. The term Folk (People) 
had since long been a synonym for the nation (interpreted as a collective). 
However, the policy-term included in the 1980s all citizens, immigrants 
included, who were living in the Nordic countries. Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden had for centuries maintained a model where the national govern-
ance of churches and primary education was united. These nation-states 
provided economic support for the distribution of voluntary Enlightenment 
(Oplysning) organized for youth and adults. The activities delivered by the 
Folk High Schools and the Folkeoplysning were per tradition focused upon 
Nation Building. This indicates a Top-Down approach.

The meaning of the acronym VU was the Voksenundervisning (Adult Teach-
ing). This new Nordic policy-term was based upon a Bottom-Up approach.58 
The NCM was supporting the development of Andragogy which meant a 
focus upon the individual adult learner. That is: An adult was, according 
to the current study, interpreted as an individual, while the prefix the Folk 
continued to be interpreted as the collective (the nation). The rational-
ity behind the public investments in the development of Andragogy can 
be interpreted as Discontinuity: There was no tradition for a Bottom-Up 
approach in the Nordic countries. 

In sum: Transnational development of Folkeoplysning & Voksenunder-
visning was from the early 1980s coordinated by the FOVU. The approach 
embedded in the Nordic policy-design moved gradually from Adult Teaching 
towards Adult Learning (upper and lower part of Figure 6 in section IV). The 
argument is that the appointment of the FOVU committee strengthened 
a joint policy-design.  

57 Nedergaard 2009
58 A sociologist has noted that the term Læring (learning) was included in a Dan-

ish dictionary from 1986 (Rasmussen 2004, note 134). A senior official at the 
Danish Ministry of Education was, for this reason, not able to apply the same 
policy-term as his Norwegian colleagues (Himmelstrup 1974:28). Another 
relevant finding: A senior official in the Danish Ministry of Education was in 
the 1980s considering the long term economic consequences of the Teaching 
approach (Undervisningsministeriet 1988:14-15, Rasmussen 2004:83-84).
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Another group of the Nordic senior officials were in the late 1980s asked 
to formulate a joint strategy. A new Nordic action plan, passed by NCM 
in March 1988, stated:

“Lifelong learning will become a common Nordic education policy perspective 
for the entire educational area. Competence development is a very important 
task in the present era. It is necessary for adults to update and expand their 
competencies, and the basic education of children and adults must be adapted.

A growing number of adults are returning to the educational institutions. The 
education system in its entirety must for this reason be based upon the principle 
of lifelong learning….”59

The quote is interpreted as follows: NCM called for common aims in the 
general design of education policy. The horizontal integration (Figure 6 in 
section IV) should include adults as well as children (all age groups). Two 
transnational terms were linked to each other in the document and can, 
actually, be named as LLL & Competence and understood as a new “double” 
term. The Nordic stakeholder acknowledged the two terms in 1988 – as it 
had acknowledged Folkeoplysning & Voksenundervisning in 1984. The term 
Competence had until then been applied in corporate contexts and was now 
made applied in educational contexts.60

 How can the development of joint policy-design be explained?  A Danish 
Minister had in the mid-1960s refused to discuss the Nordic design of edu-
cation policy, definitely.61 What was happening in the mid-1980s? It seems 
reasonable to consider the parallel design of joint policies in Brussels. The 
EEC decided in February 1986 to develop a European Internal Market and 
to make it operative from January 1993. The Nordic group of senior officials 
was appointed three months after the EEC decision. Chronology counts! 

The decision to formulate a Nordic policy-design was taken after the deci-
sion to formulate a European policy-design. NCM was the first intergovern-
mental body in Europe promoting the policy terms LLL and Competence. 

VII. THE EUROPEAN ROUND TABLE OF INDUSTRIALISTS

24 multi-national corporations with headquarters in Europe felt threatened 
by the global competitiveness developed by USA and Japan and began, 

59 Nordisk Ministerråd 1988:28. Translated by author
60 Mulder (2007) considered Competence in corporate contexts. Gleerup (2005) 

discussed the term in educational contexts. 
61 Telhaug 1966. Wendt 1979:281-282
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consequently, to opt for a European Internal Market. The CEO of Volvo (a 
multi-national corporation situated in Sweden) had informal talks with the 
EEC Commissioner for Industry and European Round Table of Industrialists 
(hereafter ERT), became a transnational stakeholder in 1983.62 

In February 1986, the EEC (later the EU) reached an agreement: An 
European Internal Market should be operative by January 1993. The fol-
lowing year, a Standing Working Group on Education with the CEO of 
NOKIA as chair and an economist from NOKIA as general secretary was 
appointed by the ERT. The NOKIA (the biggest corporation in Finland), 
placed staff members in the ERT subcommittees for basic education and 
higher education. The Volvo representative (Swedish) was the chair for the 
subcommittee for basic education. The chair for the Higher Education 
subcommittee came from Asea Brown Boveri (Swedish). That is: The four 
subcommittees were chaired by Finns or Swedes. The report Education 
and European Competence. ERT Study on Education and Training in 
Europe63 was published in February 1989. 

In sum: The European Round Table of Industrialists became the second 
transnational stakeholder in Europe, recommending a joint policy-design 
in education. This new stakeholder had a specific focus upon the term 
Competence. The management of the first and the second transnational 
stakeholder had a Nordic touch.

The Finnish CEO from NOKIA edited a publication, which compiled 
the findings of the four subcommittees as well as the results from a survey 
carried out by the 24 multi-national corporations. The title wore the radical 
title Education for Life. A European Strategy.64  The Standing Conference 
of Rectors, Presidents and Vice-Chancellors of European Universities (CRE) 
became a partner in the lobbying since the recruitment of the Standing 
Work Group in Education.65  

It is evident that the biggest multi-national corporations with headquarters 
in the Nordic countries wanted the European Commission to formulate a 
transnational strategy for education and training of their current and their 
future staff. The telling title of a Swedish publication from 1990 was: New 
Challenges in the Education and Training of the European Work Force 

62 Cowles 1995:503-505
63 European Roundtable of Industrialists 1989
64 Kairamo (ed.) 1989
65 Cooperation between universities and industries had been on the Norwegian 

agenda since the 1960s (Dalin (ed.) 1969).



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES42

Presentation. A Seminar for EC and EFTA Countries on Policies for 
Education and Training of the Labour Force in a Changing European 
Economy.66  

The first report from the ERT Working Group (February 1989) focussed 
in its preface upon the term Learning, and it was stated that Learning 
should become part of daily life and work. Europe should adopt LLL. The 
foreword concluded:

“As far as is known, this study – both the review work in which the four sub-
committees studied various education levels in Europe and the industry survey 
– is the first investigation into education on a Europe-wide basis…

…The need for faster renewal of European education and for greater educa-
tional compatibility has become quite clear. Similarly, the necessity of creating 
a European concept of lifelong learning and the need for closer cooperation and 
partnership between all partners concerned with education and training has 
been identified….”67 

In the current study, the ERT is defined as a lobby organization because 
of the transnational strategies developed by this stakeholder.68 Studies have 
documented how the ERT had an unusual ability to influence the policy-de-
sign done within the European Commission.69 Multi-national corporations, 
situated in Finland and Sweden, influenced the ERT. In addition, maybe, 
multi-national corporations situated in Finland and Sweden influenced the 
NCM? The argument is the following observation: The term Competence, 
applied by the corporate world, appeared in the report published by the 
ERT as well as in the report published by the NCM.

It is a fact that the management of the first ERT committee had a Nor-
dic touch. The 24 multi-national corporations were calling for horizontal 
integration within Europe (Figure 6 in section IV). ERT was promoting 
the policy terms LLL & Competence since February 1989.

66 Abrahamson & Henriksson (eds.) 1990
67 European Round Table of Industrialists 1989:5
68 Apeldoorn (2002) claimed, according to Kauppinen (2014:502), that ERT 

cannot be defined as a lobby group: ...it is a cross-sectoral elite organisation that 
uses its agenda-setting power in order to (re)shape proactively different policies at 
European level…  Jakobi noted the broad perspective in the ERT activities: A 
non-typical NGO developing principles (Jakobi 2012a:44).

69 Nedergaard 1992, Cowles 1995, Apeldoorn 2000
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VIII. TRANSNATIONAL REFORM STRATEGIES

Jacques Delors, a former Minister of Finance and Economy in France, was 
President for the European Commission from January 1985 to January 
1995. As a President, his reputation was that of a Christian Socialist, and 
he remained influential after his presidency.70 Delors was pushing a treaty 
(the Maastricht Treaty) forward for many reasons, including the need for 
a European Internal Market. The treaty to come would give the European 
Commission more autonomy in policy-design. 

Unlike the EU, the image of UNESCO was not impressive in the early 
1990s. As stated by Jones: …”the lead agency” status in educational develop-
ment was very evidently in decline, threatened by the OECD in the north and 
the World Bank in the south….71 USA announced to leave UNESCO in 
1983. UK and Singapore followed the USA in the year after. These adverse 
actions meant a setback for the UNESCO: Lesser resources and loss of 
global status. A new director had to reorganize the internal and external 
relations of the UNESCO – a process lasting several years.72 Consequently, 
the UNESCO would regain status if the organization aligned its strategies 
with the expanding EEC/EU.

The UNESCO did not promote the term LLL. However, in November 
1991, the UNESCO General Assembly decided to prepare a world con-
ference similar to the UNESCO conferences in Elsinore (1949), Montreal 
(1960), Tokyo (1972), and Paris (1985) and appointed an international 
committee consisting of experts and politicians. Jacques Delors, the acting 
President of the European Commission, became chair in November 1991 
and monitored the formulation of a global report.73 In sum: The President 
of the European Commission, getting more influence due to the emerging 
Maastricht Treaty, chaired a UNESCO commission developing a global 
strategy.74 The EU had gained global influence in education policy-design.

Since 1970, the Council of Europe (the Council for Cultural Cooperation) 
had funded projects developed under the Permanent Education umbrella. 
However, this European stakeholder revised its strategy for the education of 

70 Delors had in 1971 designed a reform of vocational education in France 
(Schreiber-Barsch 2015:20), He remained active in the public debate about 
education policy (Delors 2013).

71 Jones 2005:85
72 Mundy, 1999:42
73 UNESCO 1996, page 44 in the appendices
74 Ehlers 2013:29
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adults. In a report published by the Council of Europe, the period between 
1981-86 is described as …adult education and community development…
counteracting the crisis at local level, whereas the focus for the period 1987-
93 was Adult education and social change…rebuilding adult education: a 
response to democratic challenges in Europe.75 The wordings documents how 
the Council for Cultural Cooperation replaced a micro level strategy with 
a macro level strategy, which was in alignment with a new trend in Europe.  

In the 1980s, the OECD was functioning as a think tank funded directly 
by the member countries and contracting with transnational experts.76 The 
OECD was still recommending Recurrent Education. The strategy from the 
1970s was revisited in a report, written by two experts and was published 
from Stockholm.77 The headline for an intergovernmental conference, hosted 
by OECD in March 1988, was Education and the Economy in a Changing 
Society and an official OECD report, published from Paris, summarized 
the challenges related to education and training of adults.78 However, the 
OECD needed a new strategy. In a report, published in Paris by CERI/
OECD, two transnational experts highlighted the term Learning. Their 
proposal was based on Paradigm Shifts.79

The Standing Conference of Rectors, Presidents, and Vice-Chancellors of Euro-
pean Universities and the Standing Working Group in Education from the ERT 
promoted LLL via the joint report Lifelong Learning. Developing Europes`s 
Future Capability. The Role of Industry-University Cooperation (June 
1992). A Finnish scientist from NOKIA was coordinating the interactions 
between ERT and CRE.80 The lobbyists (the ERT and the CRE) wanted 
the universities in Europe to become providers of LLL (as horizontal inte-
gration). However, they interpreted the term as Adult Education (and not 
as Adult Learning).

The governments in Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden wanted 
the EEC to be reorganised as the EU and the EU to establish a European 
Internal Market. But the populations in Denmark and Norway voted against 
that. Denmark had two national referenda before the move from an EEC 
to an EU was accepted. Norway did not join the EU: The government 

75 Bogard 1994
76 Grek 2015
77 Schutze & Instance 1987
78 OECD 1989
79 Tuijnmann & Van der Kamp (1991), Effectice Adult Learning. Theories 

and Policies. Tuijmann (1992), Paradigm Shifts in Adult Education
80 Otala 1991, Otala 1992
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lost the national referendum in September 1994. However, in December 
1993, all Nordic governments (Iceland included) had appointed a think 
tank of experts. They were recruited from the boxes: Science, Policy, and 
Profession (Figure 1 in section II). The experts were asked to formulate a 
Nordic strategy for LLL.81 

In sum: Six stakeholders (the EEC, the UNESCO, the Council of Europe, 
the OECD, the ERT/CRE and the NCM) were in the early 1990s re-for-
mulating their strategies. The push was, probably, the EEC decision from 
February 1986: The European Internal Market would be operative by Jan-
uary 1993.

IX. GROWTH, EMPLOYMENT AND COMPETITION

The EEC became the EU, and the European Internal Market was a reality. 
Jacques Delors specified the problems in the future in a White Paper with 
the telling title Growth, Employment and Competition. The Challenges 
and the Ways forward into the 21st Century (December 1993). A quote 
is relevant for the current study of transnational policy-design:

“…Preparation for life in tomorrows’s world cannot be satisfied by a 
once-and-for-all acquisition of knowledge and know-how. Every bit as 
essential is the ability to learn, to communicate, to work in a group and 
to access one`s own situation. On the other hand, if tomorrows`s trades 
require the ability to make diagnoses and propose improvements at all 
levels, the autonomy, independence of spirit and analytical ability which 
come of knowledge will once again be indispensable.

Lifelong Education is the overall objective to which the national communities 
can make their contributions…

…One way of sending an important signal and creating added awareness in 
this area would be to announce and organize a “European Year of Education” 
(perhaps in 1995)….”82 

In December 1993, the European Commission was considering the rel-
evance of the term Lifelong Education/Permanent Education – without a 
specific reference to the UNESCO definition from 1965 (section IV). No 
transnational intervention was planned by this stakeholder: …the nation-
al communities can make their contributions…. The UNESCO had in the 

81 Nordic Council of Ministers 1995:6
82 Commission of the European Communities. 1993:16-17,122



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES46

past promoted 1970 as The International Year of Education, and the EU 
was, probably, borrowing this marketing model in order to signify to the 
world that a new strategy was in the melting pot. In the current study, the 
announcement of the European Year of Education is interpreted as a move 
towards transnational policy-design. 

The European Round Table of Industrialists published a new report in 
February 1995. The French President of the Working Group, a CEO from 
Petrofina SA, had recruited two experts from the University of Louvain-
La-Neuve (Cochinaux & de Woot). That is: The Nordic touch in the man-
agement of the ERT Group had disappeared.

 The ambitious title of the report from the ERT Group was: Education for 
Europeans: Towards the Learning Society (February 1995). The Working 
Group re-named itself as Standing Working Group on Education Policy, and 
actually, the Standing Working Group was re-defining itself as a group of 
policy-makers. The ERT proposed the development of an Education Chain:

L I N K  V

L I N K  I V

L I N K  I I I

L I N K  I I

A D U L T  E D U C A T I O N
( L I F E - L O N G  L E A R N I N G )

G E N E R A L  A N D / O R  V O C A T I O N A L  E D U C A T I O N
( F I N I S H I N G  O F F  S C H O O L  E D U C A T I O N )

B A S I C  S C H O O L  E D U C A T I O N
( T H E  F I R S T  9 - 1 0  Y E A R S  A T  S C H O O L )

H I G H E R  E D U C A T I O N  ( T E R T I A R Y  E D U C A T I O N :  
U N I V E R S I T I E S  A N D  T E C H N I C A L  C O L L E G E S )  

L I N K  I

P R E - S C H O O L  E D U C A T I O N
( I N C L U D I N G  C R E C H E S  A N D  K I N D E R G A R T E N )

Figure 7 Vertical integration of education policy  
Source: European Round Table of Industrialists 1995:6.
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According to the ERT, the provision of pre-schooling should be linked to the 
provision of compulsory education while the provision of adult education 
should be linked to the provision of general and/or vocational education 
and higher education. The policy-design developed by the ERT presup-
posed a vertical chain of providers linked to each other and embedded in 
the national education systems of the EU member states.83

In the report published in February 1989, the ERT proposed horizontal 
integration of the national education policies and in the report published 
in February 1995, it called for a vertical integration. Probably, the ERT 
was recommending a continuation of the Teaching regime (the upper part 
of Figure 6 in section IV). The argument is that the ERT policy-makers 
interpreted the term LLL as Adult Education (and not as Adult Learning). 

The Nordic Council of Ministers published Golden Riches in the Grass, 
Lifelong Learning for All in February 1995. The report produced by Nor-
dic experts was released in the same month as the report produced by the 
experts hired by the ERT. In fact, the Nordic countries were now calling for a 
Learning regime (lower part of Figure 5 in section IV).  Finland and Sweden 
had joined the EU by January 1995, and the NCM wanted to influence the 
European Commission in order to make LLL a reality for all.84  The Nordic 
approach to transnational policy-design comprising Equal Opportunities 
for All was as a matter of fact unique in Europe.85 The Nordic experts were 
interpreting the term LLL as Adult Learning (and not as Adult Education).

X. TEACHING AND LEARNING. TOWARDS THE LEARNING SOCIETY

Edith Cresson, former Prime Minister of France, took office as EU Com-
missioner for Science, Technology and Education in January 1995. She 
personally appointed a Study Group on Education and Training in July 

83 Cochinaux & de Woot (1995:6) are in the full text (164 pages) referring to a 
British article about the Learning Society (Ball 1992). One similarity is that the 
proposals from Ball and from ERT are based upon vertical integration. Howev-
er, Ball did discussed individual learning opportunities (lower part of Figure 6 
in section IV) and the term Informal Learning was included in his report (Ball 
1992:385). ERT released a short edition of the report (43 pages) in English, 
French, German and Dutch.

84 Brine analyzed documents published by the European Commission 1993-2006 
and concluded that the EU was constructing two categories of learners: 1) the 
high knowledge-skilled adult and 2) the low knowledge-skilled adult (Brine 
2006). That is: The EU was not focussing upon Equal Opportunities.

85 West & Nikolai 2013



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES48

1995. The French version of Teaching and Learning. Towards the Learning 
Society (the second EU White Paper) wore the title Enseigner et Appren-
dre. Vers la Société Cognitive (December 1995) and was drafted by the 
Cresson Study Group. The difference in the translation of the subtitle was 
in 1997 noted by John Field, the Scottish social scientist:  The version in 
German, was, in alignment with the version in French …Auf dem Weg 
zur Kognitiven Gesellschaft.  The second White Paper was in French and 
German having a conservative approach.86

The ERT Group of policy-makers had applied the radical subtitle Vers 
une Société qui Apprend. (February 1995). This explains that: The mul-
ti-national lobbyists were calling for cognitive competences (traditional) as 
well as non-cognitive competences (radical). The two approaches were not 
aligned:  The Cresson Study Group had a conservative vision whereas the 
policy-makers in the ERT Group had a radical vision.

In the first White Paper, Growth, Employment and Competiveness 
(December 1993), the European Commission announced that 1995 (per-
haps) would be nominated as the European Year of Education. However, 
the second White Paper, Teaching and Learning. Towards the Learning 
Society (December 1995), said that the European Commission would 
launch a general debate in 1996 under the name the European Year of Life-
long Learning. The intention with a general debate was to make it easier to 
distinguish between: 

• action to be carried out on local and national level
• action to be carried out on European level
• cooperation between the EU and its Member States.87

The final label became the European Year of Lifelong Learning.88 The Euro-
pean Commission re-placed the policy-term Education with Learning. A 
transnational stakeholder challenged a century-long continuity, embedded 
in the national design of public policies.

A month later, the Education Ministers from the OECD member coun-
tries met in Paris. The OECD had asked for a new mandate for five years 
based upon its publication Lifelong Learning for all (January 1996). This, 
the official abandonment of the policy-term Recurrent Education, meant a 
weakening of the Swedish position and a strengthening of the Norwegian 

86 Field 1997:83
87 The Commission of European Communities 1995:31
88 Pepin 2007:125, Lee et al. 2008:452
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position (in the context of the Nordic countries). With minor adjustments, 
Norway had been following the same track based on scientific studies for 
three decades.89 

In comparison: The Danish 10 Point Programme for Folkeoplysning/Vok-
senundervisning did neither acknowledge the policy-term LLL nor the poli-
cy-term Learning.90  The Programme was passed in May 1984 by the Danish 
Parliament. However, it was the Ministry of Education who in August 
1995 released the publication 10 punkt program for tilbagevendende 
uddannelse (10 points plan for Recurrent Education). The plan from the 
Ministry was in alignment with the Swedish policy-term Recurrent Education.

In other words:  The Danish Minister was clinging to an approach from the 
1980s. Actually, the Danish title given to the ministerial report describing the 
negotiations during the OECD meeting in Paris was Livslang Uddannelse 
for alle (Lifelong Education for all).91 Neither the policy-term LLL nor the 
policy-term Learning was acknowledged. The Danish position of August 
1995 was in continuity with its position of May 1984.  In comparison: The 
Finnish Minister for Education was explicit in his acknowledgement of 
LLL during a Nordic conference held in Copenhagen (November 1996).92  

The OECD achieved the desired mandate. The mandate interpreted Life-
long Learning for All as LLL for all age groups – not Equal Opportunities 
for All.

The international UNESCO commission, chaired by Jacques Delors from 
France, released the report Learning – the Treasure within in the spring of 
1996 – more than a year before the UNESCO World Conference in Ham-
burg. In comparison: The international UNESCO commission, chaired by 
Edgar Faure from France, delivered the report Learning to be. The World 
of Education today and tomorrow (1972) after the UNESCO World con-
ference in Tokyo. That is: The UNESCO wanted plenty of time to market 
the policy-term Learning.  The international commission applied neither 
the term Lifelong Education/Permanent Education nor the term LLL. The 
prefix Lifelong was not included.93 

89 Kirke- og Undervisningsdepartementet 1965, 1986, 1989, Norges Offentlige 
Utredninger 1972, 1988, 1997

90 There were, of course, discussions in Denmark but not deep going (Ehlers 
2009:45,49) 

91 Undervisningsministeriet 1996
92 Ehlers 2006b: 351-352
93 The UNESCO established the promotion of the term Lifelong Education in 

1965
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However, the 1996 report was in alignment with the transnational policy 
documents published by the European Commission and the OECD: The 
UNESCO approach was made Eurocentric.94 In fact, the global intergov-
ernmental body was recommending a Learning regime.

XI. DISCUSSIONS

1) LLL as the idea was promoted implicitly by transnational stakeholder 
since 1965
The distinction between LLL as an idea and LLL as reform has, as demon-
strated, been relevant for the study of the Discontinuity in policy-design 
which appeared between December 1965 and December 1995. Which terms 
were applied in the transnational policy documents? When did transnational 
stakeholders promote LLL as an idea?

The following paragraphs are using four policy-terms as foundation stones 
for the construction of LLL as an idea. The opening question is about chro-
nology: When did the transnational stakeholders (in question) begin their 
promotion of specific terms?

Three transnational policy-terms appeared between 1965 and 1986: 
Lifelong Education/Permanent Education (the Council of Europe and the 
UNESCO), Folkeoplysning & Voksenundervisning (the Nordic Council of 
Ministers) and Recurrent Education (OECD). The mapping of their appear-
ance has documented the existence of a two-level game between nation-states 
in Europe, a number of intergovernmental bodies, and the multi-national 
ERT. While France favoured the transnational promotion of the term Life-
long Education/Permanent Education, Denmark favoured the “double” term 
Folkeoplysning & Voksenundervisning, whereas Sweden favoured the single 
term Recurrent Education.  

Norway placed in the early 1960s officials in policy-designing units under 
the Council of Europe and the UNESCO: A Nordic country with a small 
population was using scientific studies in the national design of education 
policy. The policy-design was radical because it was based upon a Bot-
tom-Up approach.  It is relevant to add here that this author (and the EU) 
differentiates between Adult Learning and LLL. The two policy-terms are 
not synonymous. The first target only adults while the second (based on 
vertical integration) includes all age groups. 

94 Field 2000:3-4, Rubenson 2006:166, Lee & Friedrich 2011:160-161
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The implementation of Adult Learning as reform took off in January 1977. 
The Norwegian government decided to promote LLL as reform by September 
1981, and a national commission delivered the report Livslang Læring by 
September 1986. However, the government did not announce a reform 
in the Parliament. The reason was, apparently, a revision of the national 
strategy. Something unexpected happened in the mid-1980s.

Initially, the policy-terms Folkeoplysning & Voksenundervisning (Nordic 
Council of Ministers) and Lifelong Education/Permanent Education (Council 
of Europe and UNESCO) were characterized in the cultural policy and 
national governments categorize culture policy as costs. Council of Europe 
was re-designing the strategy for Permanent Education in 1986 and UNE-
SCO was reducing all costs because the US, the UK and Singapore had 
left the organization.  However, the term Recurrent Education (OECD) 
was characterized in the economic policy. The Swedish government was in 
favour of investing in Recurrent Education. No other country in Europe had 
Recurrent Education as its national strategy.

Which box is the home for LLL as an idea? Not the Science Box, the Policy 
Box, or the Practice Box. The only remaining box is the Profession Box. In 
other words: LLL as idea appeared as one part of a cultural policy-design 
which interpreted education of adults as a national cost. LLL as the idea 
was implicit in the transnational policy documents published in Europe 
between December 1965 and February 1986.

2) LLL as reform was promoted explicitly by transnational stakeholders 
since 1986
The shift from cultural policy to economic policy, the shift from a costs 
perspective to an investment perspective, and the shift from imagining 
countries as nation states to imagining them as national economies may 
all be defined as Discontinuity. The following paragraphs are using two 
policy-terms as foundation stones for the construction of LLL as reform. 
The opening question is again based upon chronology: When did the trans-
national stakeholders (in question) establish their promotion of the poli-
cy-terms LLL and Competence? 

LLL and Competence terms appeared after February 1986 in transnational 
policy documents: They were promoted by Nordic Council of Ministers from 
March 1988 and by European Round Table of Industrialists from February 
1989. The terms were in both cases presented as if they were inter-linked. 
In fact, the current study names them as the double term LLL/Competence. 
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The management of the two transnational stakeholders (the first ERT 
Group and the NCM) had a Nordic touch. The driving force behind the two 
lobby initiatives promoting the Nordic touch was the applications for EU 
membership from Finland, Norway, and Sweden. The reason for sending the 
applications was the EEC decision that a European Internal Market should 
be operative since January 1993. These Nordic countries did not want to 
be left apart. The rationality, based on economic arguments, was so strong 
that Finland, Norway, and Sweden were willing to accept Discontinuity in 
the national policy-design. There was, apparently, no other alternative for 
the three governments.

The two White Papers have different foci: The document published in 
December 1993 is focusing upon the policy-term Education, and it regards 
the acquisition of knowledge as a national responsibility. The document pub-
lished in December 1995 proposed a general debate about the policy-term 
Learning defined as a shared responsibility. What had happened in between?

Finland and Sweden had become EU member states and Norway an 
associated member state – when the second White Paper was published in 
December 1995. The influence of France had again increased in the Euro-
pean Commission (the Commissioner for Education was a former French 
Prime Minister) whereas the influence of the Nordic countries was reduced. 
The European Commission was compromising between the proposal from 
NCM and the proposal from the multi-national ERT.  The ERT was now 
opting for a transnational policy-design based on horizontal integration as 
well as vertical integration. The response from the European Commission 
was positive in both cases. The NCM had wanted Lifelong Learning for all 
to be included in the policy design. However, the EU interpretation of the 
policy-term was not Equal Opportunities for all.

The European Commission was in 1995 changing its position in a drastic 
way. In comparison: The Norwegian Government changed its position in a 
drastic way back in 1965: The traditional Folkeopplysning, based upon the 
approach Top-down, was in a policy-document replaced by Adult Learning, 
based upon the approach Bottom-Up. Continuity in policy-design became 
Discontinuity 

Which box is the home of LLL as reform? Not the Practice Box, the Profes-
sion Box or the Science Box. The only remaining box is the Policy Box. LLL as 
reform is explicit in transnational strategies published in Europe after 1986. 
That is: LLL was promoted as a regime since 1986.
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3) The European Internal Market triggered the transnational 
 policy-design
The decision to establish the European Internal Market triggered, apparently, 
a downsizing of the policy-term Teaching (the old regime) in favour of the 
policy-term Learning (the new regime). Discontinuity is a keyword in this 
study because the rise of political will to design transnational education 
policy meant a clash with a century-long continuity. The policy-term Adult 
Education was in general defined as a cost and included in cultural policy. The 
emergence of the policy-term Adult Learning, defined as an investment and 
included in economic policy, was a radical change. The alignment between 
the long-term strategies of the EEC decided in February 1986, and the EU 
proposals published in December 1993 and December 1995 is evident.

The first White Paper raised questions about growth, employment, and 
competition and stated that …Lifelong Education is the overall objective to 
which the national communities can make their contributions…(section IX). 
However, the second White Paper called for The Learning Society. The new 
strategy for the OECD countries, published in January 1996, was titled 
Lifelong Learning for All. Apparently, a transnational strategy acknowl-
edging the policy term Learning was one of the ways to more growth, more 
employment, and more competition inside as well as outside the EU.  Dis-
continuity in policy-design was not an affair isolated in Europe. The OECD 
countries outside Europe were also accepting Discontinuity in policy-design. 

A transnational regime, based upon horizontal as well as vertical integra-
tion, was born in Europe. Only one stakeholder, the EU, was having the 
strength and the economy to design and implement a Learning regime. 
No other transnational stakeholder was in the late 1990s having the same 
potential as the EU.

XII. CONCLUSION

The scientific literature is diverse and few scientists, from the political sci-
ence perspective, have published studies on LLL. This study selected four 
perspectives: LLL as Silent Explosion, LLL as Evolution, LLL as Paradigm 
and LLL as Regime. Which box may become the home for each perspective? 
The conclusion delivers these answers: The home for a Silent Explosion is 
the Practice Box (the Black Box), the home for a Paradigm is the Science Box, 
and the home for an Evolution is the Profession Box. It seems evident that 
the home for a Regime is the Policy Box.

The Learning regime is causing Discontinuity – in comparison with the 
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former regime based upon Teaching, exercised by a Profession. The principal 
aim for transnational policy-design seems to be the integration of Learning, 
both – horizontally as well as vertically.
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ABSTRACT

10 to 15 years ago, concepts such as lifelong learning, life-wide learning 
and skills for the 21st century, were received by heritage institutions with 
great enthusiasm. Archives, museums and other heritage institutions saw 
the chance to advocate for the organisational potential in lifelong learning 
through heritage in a learning society.

By the end of the first decade of the 21st century, the financial and eco-
nomic crisis took its firm grip on all policy areas, and it became ever more 
apparent that policies on learning as competence development, only addressed 
issues in regard to employability, as the need for basic skills development 
and the postponing of retirement age for older adults. 

In doing so, the largest growing group in our European population (retired 
older adults) were left outside cultural and educational policy development. 
At the same time, the societal challenges for ‘the ageing societies’ were 
addressed as a social problem in European policies related to healthy and 
active ageing. 

This article attempts to outline some of the reactions from different 
European heritage institutions, which operate on a regional and local 
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level. These are examples that might influence policy development in the 
coming years in order to problematise the emergent divide between lifelong 
learning and active ageing.  

“The steadily growing segment of older people is still predomi-
nantly considered as a problem to be solved, and it is rarely rec-
ognised that it represents an enormous cultural-intellectual and 
economic treasure. In fact, this group opens up a great variety of 
unprecedented opportunities concerning new ways of education, 
communication and inter-generational relations, but also, and in 
particular in terms of economics, considering the needs and ben-
efits of age-related research, production and commercialisation of 
products and services.”

Urdaneta and Jarré 2015, p. 3

EDUCATION AND CULTURE

The political tradition of regarding culture and education as entities which 
may live in harmony together in executive departments is known not only 
from nation states but is also seen on a European level. For many years, the 
European Commission organised the two themes as ‘neighbours’ within 
the same directorate – The General Directorate for Education and Culture. 
This tradition of having education and culture coexisting in a more or less 
integrated way goes far back in time and can trace its roots back to the 
pre-democratic age in Europe. At the turn of the 20th century, the policy area 
of education slowly developed and liberated itself from religion, and later 
the ministries and departments of culture grew out of that. Both education 
and culture have as executive branches their roots in the management of 
knowledge, thoughts and shared values.

Especially in the second half of the 20th century, however, the two 
branches – education and culture – seem clearly to have grown apart. 
This may probably best be understood as a result of the professionalisa-
tion of each of the areas, but there is more to it. The ideological belief in 
the independence of culture grew rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s. At the 
same time within the educational sector, the dominance of formal educa-
tion made it necessary for other educational formations (non-formal and 
informal) to strengthen a form of identity or institutionalisation. In the 
last 50 years, the political move from adult education through continued 
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education and lifelong education to lifelong learning can be seen as both 
processes of professionalisation and institutionalisation, which empha-
sise all three educational formations (formal, non-formal and informal) 
according to Jarvis (2007).

In this development, the potential of culture in learning and learning in 
culture has been systematically overlooked, to some extent even by the wish 
of cultural institutions themselves in their strive for autonomy.

Providing lifelong learning is connected to a market and in such a market, 
the economic mechanisms of supply and demand rule and set the price. 
Today heritage institutions have become agents on the supply-side in order 
to provide solutions to the individualised/personalised customers/visitors 
demands (Leadbeater 2004). In the lifelong learning market, however, issues 
such as politics, research-based convictions and the right to acknowledge 
learning needs and provide learning effects, play an essential role in the 
management of heritage institutions. This article is about the potential of 
culture in learning and learning in culture with a specific focus on older 
adults and the way they can learn through heritage as part of their (re-)
engagement in later life. According to Sabeti (2018) creativity and learning 
in later life is a central part of museum education. 

The potential of cultural engagement in later life learning is, however, 
of such magnitude that it is by any standards and calculations poor policy 
and counterproductive economics not to let it play a role in the lifelong 
learning market. In the following, we elaborate the breadth and specific 
possibilities of lifelong learning through cultural engagement.

LEARNING IN LATER LIFE 

First, we need to consider what we mean by learning in accordance with 
later life. According to Istance (2015, pp. 230-231): 

“The term ‘learning’ thus covers very different meanings. Arguably, some of 
the measured skill declines, which suggest problematic older-age learning, are 
of least importance to education and to ‘learning to be’. But even where the 
most marked declines are seen — that seniors are slower than young people 
in information processing or less performant in memory retention — they are 
scarcely reasons for denying the value of diverse forms of adult learning. Just as 
evidence of lower attainment and achievement among young people is typically 
taken as grounds for redoubling efforts and finding new ways of engaging them 
as learners, so might the same be observed for third- and fourth-age adults. I 
would argue indeed that it is precisely among those elderly adults with chronic 
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disabilities, including dementia, that some of the greatest learning needs should 
be addressed as a major societal project. For these older adults, low scores on 
measured skill levels are simply irrelevant to the educational imperative and the 
requirement of ‘learning to be’.”

The distinction between ‘learning as acquisition’ and ‘learning as becom-
ing’ (Hodkinson et al. 2008) relates to two different approaches to learn-
ing, which emphasise that either learning is about acquiring content and 
especially associated with formal education or learning is understood to be 
central to how people change and engage in the processes of construction 
and reconstruction typically associated with non formal and informal edu-
cation and learning. Following the argument from Istance (2015, p. 230) 
“the latter gets right into the ‘learning to be’ approach, especially if it is recognised 
that the life stages corresponding to retirement are much more about churn and 
change than they are about stability.”
These approaches to adult learning have long emphasised the central active 
role of the learner that you will find in the literature on ‘situated learning’ 
(Wenger 1998), ‘andragogy’ (Knowles 1973) and ‘geragogy’ (Tyler 1988; 
Luppi 2009). The older adult learner can be captured as an active learner 
situated in a social setting where changes in life can be reframed in mean-
ing-making processes or processes of learning to be. However, these learn-
ing-to-be-processes can easily emphasise the acquisition metaphor, which 
is demonstrated in previous research on learning through heritage in later 
life (Fristrup & Grut 2015; 2016). Learning in later life becomes a site for 
learning, which embrace both the acquisition metaphor and the becoming 
metaphor. Lifelong learning through heritage becomes a critical approach 
to the dividing practices that Istance (2015) unfolds as the future scenario 
for lifelong learning and active ageing. It is from this perspective that the 
article elaborates its problematisations on lifelong learning.  

LIFELONG LEARNING POLICIES AND PRACTICES

A general optimism was seen in society in many different ways at the turn 
of the millennium. The cold war was over, and for most people, a concept 
like “global war on terrorism” was still to come. Most people believed things 
were going in the right direction. Progress was perhaps a little slow, and 
there were a few obstacles, but all in all a sense of optimism prevailed. In 
the social sciences and the humanities, there were political initiatives in 
which academic thinking that was already a generation old suddenly be-
came politically interesting. One of the areas in which this took place was 
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regarding issues of lifelong learning.
In the early 1970s, one of the politically expanding areas was lifelong 

learning, which had roots in UNESCO’s agenda for lifelong education. At 
the turn of the millennium, UNESCO inspired the new policy design, but 
only after further development where the OECD, in particular, was a central 
player (Bengtsson 2009). The EU document entitled “Making a European 
Area for Lifelong Learning a Reality” (European Commission 2001) injected 
a sense of optimism and belief in the learning potential in relation to the 
society of museums. As researchers stressed the social aspect of participation 
in lifelong learning, the majority of museums in Europe felt a call to make 
a change in their expectations (Ekholm & Härd 2000). In Europe, the 
direction of this optimism in museums was most strongly influenced and 
expressed at the time by a handful of colleagues in the museum sector, and 
a good example was David Anderson’s prophecy about the role of museums 
in what he called “the age of learning” (Anderson 1999). 

Throughout Europe, many museums felt invited to develop more learning 
programmes and to expand their potential, and as a result, the relevant EU 
programmes for arts and culture suddenly received a significant number 
of applications concerned with learning aspects and social dimensions 
of the cultural engagements. At the same time, the programmes in the 
EU dedicated to education and learning began to receive applications in 
which the participants in proposed projects were museums. This was a 
new situation and illustrated the turn towards education and learning in 
museums and a strong belief in their potential to facilitate these two areas 
of concern (Hooper-Greenhill 1994). 

Around 2008 and 2009, the focus on education and learning was at 
its peak, and when the first evaluations of lifelong learning policies were 
published in 2007, they coincided with the first expressions from the EU 
about how the Commission would prioritise and develop European cultural 
policies (European Commission 2007). Regarding the expectations of arts 
and culture, a cohesive and socially responsible dimension was balanced 
with an economic growth perspective. 

At the same time, the evaluations of the European lifelong learning 
policies were written with an emphasis on both the OECD’s expansive 
economic agenda and on UNESCO’s responsible humanistic approach 
to lifelong learning (Jarvis 2007). When the UK Labour government was 
given a forecast of what would be needed for lifelong learning to become 
a reality in 2009, the report had a clear vision that lifelong learning meant 
from the cradle to the grave (Jarvis 2007, p. 195). This was in accordance 
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with the UNESCO approach to lifelong learning and not just the approach 
to lifelong learning in accordance with the OECD agenda on competence 
development as ‘employability’ in advanced capitalism and as the driving 
force of globalisation (Ibid.). 

In the political context, older adults were defined as people who had 
retired either entirely or to a certain degree from their working lives, and 
special attention was devoted to the terminology used about the third and 
fourth age (Laslett 1989)1. The divide between the third and fourth age 
was also proven functional in the perspective on capacity building in later 
life (Schuller & Watson 2009; Fristrup & Grut 2015; 2016). This is due 
to the demarcation of old age as a time for losses, deficits, and risks and 
a renewed emphasis on the potential for positive contributions by older 
people and the ageing population in society and the economy (Klimczuk 
2015, p. 17). Many different sectors in society would be expected to play 
an important role in the (lifelong) learning society in the future, with 
museums being highlighted in the context of policymaking in the EU.

With regard to this European emphasis, museums in particular North-
ern Europe (Sraml 2012) began to build up their efforts in relation to 
various initiatives concerning peoples’ social development and learning 
potentials throughout the entire life course. However, this was soon to 
change completely.

When the recession set in towards the end of the first decade of the 
century, it took a firm grip on all policy areas – making it clear that 
policies regarding capacity building (i.e. competence development) only 
addressed lifelong learning in terms of working life, which followed the 
OECD approach to lifelong learning (Jarvis 2007). After having intro-
duced the term “key competences” in 2005/2006, the focus was narrowed 
considerably to “basic skills” – meaning the skills needed to find and keep 
a job (Jarvis 2007). 

1 Laslett presents four major phases or ages: in the first age of life, we focus on 
early socialisation, in which a person is heavily dependent on others, usually 
parents; the second age is one of adult maturity, in which individuals typically 
take on increased responsibilities for social relationships, career development, 
perhaps childrearing and financial autonomy. In the third age, Laslett refers 
to renewed opportunities available to adults who are free from the constraints 
of the second age: this is a time for exercising greater freedom and creativity, 
which was sometimes suppressed in ‘the peak’ of life when duties and obliga-
tions to work took precedence. In the final and fourth age, a person prepares 
for death and may once again be dependent as in the first age.
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Following the political strategy about “key competences for life”, one of 
the largest and fastest growing groups in the population was being left 
out of EU’s lifelong learning policies, because older adults were defined 
as people who had left the labour market. Older adults were excluded 
from mainstream lifelong learning policies and included in health and 
social policies at the same time as the challenges for this specific group 
were elaborated as a social problem that needed to be addressed within 
the contemporary framework of active ageing policies (Majdecka et al. 
2015).  According to Istance (2015, p. 235), we face an emergent divide 
between lifelong learning and active ageing: “Conventionally, in education 
circles, education and learning for older adults get wrapped into the broader 
rationales of lifelong learning. Apart from anything else, this has the advantage 
of allowing more holistic life course frameworks to come into focus. However, 
it is not clear to this author, despite his being a longstanding contributor to 
the international lifelong learning community (e.g. Istance et al., 2002), that 
this serves well the agenda of learning and education for older adults, at least 
not as its main framework.”

Looking back in time on how heritage institutions have taken up the 
agenda on lifelong learning, museums in European countries engaged in 
developing activities for and with older adults, drawing on the lifelong 
learning agenda in line with UNESCO’s approach and the ‘learning to be’ 
agenda. In a surprisingly large number of cases, this kind of development 
in the sector leads to museums continuing their efforts almost regardless of 
the political changes around them. You could argue whether the activities 
were framed by an active ageing approach or a lifelong learning approach 
in line with the argument from Istance (2015, p. 235): 

“For these reasons, I would argue that greater purchase and headway would 
be made if the main strategies for learning for the retired turned instead 
around active ageing, with the educational contribution brought in through 
partnerships in order to give meaning and substance to the term ‘active’. It 
would significantly extend perspectives on ageing beyond preoccupation with 
health, care and financing, essential though these perspectives undoubtedly are. 
It would make the learning lives of senior citizens a public policy concern, not 
regarded as the laudable but essentially unimportant educational habits of 
retired and elderly students. The broad philosophical vision of lifelong learn-
ing — that learning needs to be present in the lives of as many citizens as 
possible right into old age — would remain intact. But the means, audiences, 
partners and strategies adopted would be fully focused on ageing and older 
citizens themselves, not beginning with a broad learning strategy viewed as 
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something desirable in itself.”
In many ways, the division between lifelong learning and active ageing 

can be perceived as co-existing (Fristrup & Grut 2016) following the ‘best 
practices’ in the work of heritage institutions concerned with reminiscence 
and volunteering (Fristrup & Grut 2015). According to Fristrup and Grut 
(2015), there seems to be a split between the two activities, with remi-
niscence work being oriented towards the fourth agers and volunteering 
work being the domain of the third agers. 

In both areas of reminiscence and volunteering, a lot has happened in 
the last couple of years (Hansen et al. 2017), but at the same time, it seems 
difficult for the museums to get evidence-based documentation of their 
efforts and potential to emphasise a lifelong learning agenda for older adults 
(Zipsane 2011a). If this tendency is not controlled, it may indeed be coun-
terproductive to policy aims of social inclusion, sustainability, innovation 
and cross-sectorial solutions (Fristrup 2012) and a much greater divide 
between lifelong learning and active ageing could become the consequence in 
contemporary societies that embrace ‘the learning to be employable agenda’ 
(Garsten & Jacobsson 2004). 

LIFE ENGAGEMENT FOR OLDER ADULTS

In 2012 the European Association of Regional and Local Authorities on Life-
long Learning (EARLALL) set up a working group on lifelong learning and 
the ageing population. During 2012-2013 a number of regions in Europe 
arranged seminars where participants from local and regional authorities, 
universities and civic society discussed the following with regard to what 
we here call life engagement for older adults:

Who are the local and regional stakeholders, how do they work and what 
do they offer in the cases mentioned below:

1. Physical and mental health and well-being of older adults.
2. Competence preservation and development of older adults.
3. Social life and community participation of older adults.
4. Social and financial security and independence of older adults.
5. Use and transference of individual and social life experiences of older 

adults.
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The participating regions were:
Rhineland-Pfalz (Germany)
Baden-Württemberg (Germany)
Provincia di Livorno (Italy) 
Durham County (UK) 
Jämtland-Härjedalen (Sweden) 

The seminars produced notes and in some cases even more formal ‘minutes’. 
The overall impression was that there is a great similarity between the regions 
and their connection to their use of the welfare society as a role model. The 
differences are primarily visible in relation to what is considered private and 
public responsibilities and resources. The dominating structure seems to be 
that there are public stakeholders who take responsibility for the social and 
financial security and independence of older adults. These public stakehold-
ers are only complemented by private stakeholders to a small extent – for 
instance with regard to the health and well-being, competence preservation 
and social life and community participation of older adults. The differences 
between the regions are mostly concerned with the level of ambition in the 
services offered to older adults, which also reflects differences in the family 
or household patterns and traditions.

At this point, we will reflect upon two observations in the material from the 
regional studies. First, it looks as if only heritage institutions like museums 
and archives and local heritage associations take responsibility for or show 
interest in the use and transference of the individual and social experiences 
of older adults. As mentioned in Provincia di Livorno and Rhineland-Pfalz, 
there may be private employers who include older adults as part of their staff 
policy. However, this may often be just as much for financial reasons as for 
reasons of competence. In Durham County and Provincia di Livorno they 
also mention the intergenerational use of older adults in compulsory school 
education. Older adults may act as ‘grandfather/grandmother’ figures in the 
classroom or in the schoolyard, where their visible maturity has a calming 
effect on the children and contributes to their sense of feeling secure and 
safe during school.  

Overall, the regional studies point to efforts made in the context of heritage 
institutions, and their exclusive way of making room for the development 
of the individuals’ experiences in museum visits throughout their entire life 
course. The ways in which museums play a key role in these efforts generally 
involve voluntary activities of all kinds and different kinds of memory-based 
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activities such as reminiscence work. In a broad sense, both the volunteering 
work and the reminiscence work involve the use of history in their approach 
to the development of older adults’ life competences. 

The activities in museums where volunteering plays a central role seem to 
vary in the European regions owing to different traditions for volunteering, 
and there seems to be a tendency in favour of volunteering being much 
more strongly rooted as a complement to working life in countries such as 
the UK and Italy. In countries such as Germany and Sweden volunteering 
is much more regulated by law and agreements on the labour market, and 
there are limits to what volunteering can and cannot be. When volunteering 
becomes part of the museum’s activities, there is a tendency in the UK, to 
focus on the special memory-based competences of the volunteers (i.e. older 
adults’ life competences), which may result from their former working life 
or educational experiences (Hansen 2012).

The reminiscence work, taking place in museums has so far developed 
two main methods, one of which is predominantly from art museums and 
was initially developed at the Museum of Modern Art in New York for 
people with dementia symptoms (Fristrup & Grut 2015). The participants 
experience works of art and express in speech or otherwise what they see, 
and whatever a participant sees is treated as a construction of the truth. The 
other method, which has spread among open-air museums in Europe in 
recent years, involves working to stimulate the memories of people suffering 
from dementia symptoms regarding their lived experiences of childhood and 
youth by using full-scale, three-dimensional reconstructed environments 
from ordinary life 30-50 years back in time (Grut 2013; Fristrup & Grut 
2015; 2016; Hansen et al 2017).

It is, of course, confident that during the first decade of the 21st century 
museums have been determined to play a role in broader societal matters and 
have taken up a variety of initiatives including initiatives for older adults. 
There is, however, also a risk that institutions like museums that are struc-
tured to operate on long-term based results, becomes dysfunctional when 
their initiatives – even those that have positive outcomes – are disrupted 
because of political and economic turmoil.

Secondly, it appears that none of the regional and local authorities, uni-
versities or civil society representatives participating in the discussions sees 
any connection between the use or transference of the life competences of 
older adults and their well-being, competence preservation or capacity build-
ing and social life participation. The difficulties in cross-sectoral thinking 
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– out of the box thinking, if you like – is unfortunately stimulated by the 
same structures in contemporary society that also guarantee transparency, 
accountability and control (Zipsane 2011b). 

RESPONSIBLE OLDER ADULTS 

According to the latest work on best practices with regard to evidence-based 
policy-making and policy recommendations on active and healthy ageing 
from SIforAGE (Majdecka et al 2015, p. 45): “The SIforAGE project recom-
mends to the Health, Education and Social Affairs Departments to put in place 
educational programmes to make society conscious of each person’s responsibility to 
care and protect in a life-course approach. It should also be widely disseminated 
that each person is responsible for taking care of his/her life and health, with 
enough resources to live without impairments as much as possible.”

SIforAGE emphasises the societal investment aspect with regard to older 
adults, as “it is essential to continue investing in people throughout their lives, 
especially in terms of continued training and development for older people, 
mentoring programmes and knowledge partnerships set up to exchange and 
share learning and experiences” (Majdecka et al. 2015, p. 45). 

It is our conviction that the contemporary downplay of the lifelong learn-
ing potential of heritage institutions in general and museums in particular 
will be costly not only for ageing societies, but also with regard to the older 
adults who will not be given their rightful chance to improve their quality 
of life as their life experiences and competences are not recognised and not 
perceived as a sustainable return of investment in the European ageing 
societies (Fristrup & Grut 2016). 

In order to shape the active, autonomous and responsible older adult in 
accordance with the neo-liberal political rationality (Rudman 2006), we 
need social arenas where the life experiences of older adults can unfold and 
facilitate a re-engagement of older adults and their practices of self-caring 
in later life (Fristrup & Grut 2015). The neo-liberal political rationality is 
linked to the political agenda on active ageing. Walker and Maltby (2012, 
p. 6) point out that: “Despite the presence in the EU, for nearly a decade, of the 
conceptualisation of active ageing based on participation and well-being across 
the life course, the actual policy instruments still focus primarily on employment, 
as we have seen.”

This brings us back to the lack of political initiatives with regard to the 
recognition of older adults’ life experiences and their need for re-engagement 
when ending their working lives. Walker (2002; Walker & Maltby 2012) 



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES80

emphasises the importance of a broad perspective on active ageing, which 
does not exclude older adults whose working lives are over. According to 
Boudiny (2012, p. 1088):  “This can be accomplished by searching for new 
ways to remain engaged. For the young-old, fostering adaptability may help 
those who feel forced into retirement (e.g. due to health problems or mandatory 
retirement) cope with this transition. From this perspective, policy could focus 
on optimising the role of pre- and post-retirement counselling programmes in 
increasing interest in non-work-related activities and helping retirees to rearrange 
their personal goals such that they can be fulfilled in a non-work context. For 
this purpose, programmes should be comprehensive in nature.” 

The challenges in the European ageing societies are to incorporate the 
comprehensive nature of political efforts in policymaking with regard to the 
practices of heritage institutions, for instance, with a view to incorporate 
broader lifestyle issues and address individual participants’ needs, as multiple 
factors influence older adults’ re-engagement in life. According to Boudiny 
(2012, p. 1088): “Policy may support this re-focusing process by acknowledging 
these alternative ways of ageing actively and educating older people about their 
potential benefits. It also offers concrete opportunities for institutional settings.” 
Boudiny’s words reflect a possible and necessary policy framework for the 
co-existing of education and culture that illustrates the potential of lifelong 
learning through heritage as an approach to older adults capacity building 
in their re-engagement in later life despite the efforts to divide the agenda 
on lifelong learning and active ageing. Lifelong learning through heritage 
embraces precisely the tendency to exclude learning in both policies and 
practices on active ageing in line with Istance (2015). Different from Istance 
(2015) we outline a focus on capacity building for re-engagement in later 
life where both acquisition and becoming co-exist as in the case of lifelong 
learning through heritage. 

According to Narushima et al. (2018), we are on the right track regarding 
the evidence “that suggests the continuous participation in non-formal lifelong 
learning may help sustain older adults’ psychological wellbeing. It provides older 
learners, even those who are most vulnerable, with a compensatory strategy to 
strengthen their reserve capacities, allowing them to be autonomous and fulfilled 
in their everyday life” (Narushima et al. 2018, p. 651). The efforts Istance 
(2015) puts into dividing the discourses of lifelong learning, and active 
ageing, Narushima et al. (2018) puts into integrating lifelong learning into 
the discourse of active ageing in order to embrace its conserving effect on 
wellbeing, health and vulnerability. The dividing practices of Istance (2015) 
are challenges by Narushima et al. (2018) and their integrating practices. 
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Whether to divide or to integrate lifelong learning and active ageing seems 
to be the new battlefield regarding older adults’ re-engagement in later life. 
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The Museums in South Trøndelag (MiST) is a large museum organisation 
established as a merger of nine existing museums located in the Trøndelag 
region of Norway. Together our museums cover most any part of human 
activity: Art and design, classical and modern music, one of Norway’s largest 
open air museums, history of industry and mining, deaf culture and sign 
language, coastal history and boat building traditions, a running heritage 
railway, and include the Unesco cultural heritage site1. This variety gives us 
many different possibilities for using art and cultural heritage in inclusive 
social projects. 

Social inclusion is often defined by its opposite – social exclusion, which 
is more self-explaining. If you are excluded, you are left out, discriminated 
against and deprived of privileges. Our understanding of the concept of 

1 The nine museums are: Trondheim Art Museum, Orkla Industrial Museum, 
Ringve Music Museum, Rockheim, Coastal Museum of South Trøndelag, 
Museum of Coastal Heritage, Røros Museum, Sverresborg, Trøndelag Folk 
Museum, National Museum of Decorative Art and Design. In total, we have 
24 locations and heritage sites.

SOCIAL INCLUSION.  
FROM MOMENTS OF 

JOY TO SUSTAINABLE 
INCLUSIVE PRACTICES 
HANNA MELLEMSETHER  & ANN SIRI HEGSETH GARBERG
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social inclusion is any practices that contribute towards participation and 
representation of all groups of society in the museum, regardless of culture, 
religion, ethnicity, functional capacity, gender and socio-economic group 
belonging. Social inclusion in museums is often connected to work towards 
deprived communities, minorities, and people with disability. These are not 
the average museum visitor; the projects that target these groups are often 
what we call outreach programs – activities outside the museum wall. It 
is important that everybody can enjoy the museum exhibitions and pro-
grammes. However, social inclusion should not be just another project. It 
must be a parameter in all dimensions of museum work: In planning and 
building, exhibition and educational programming, collecting and docu-
mentation. As cultural heritage, both intangible and tangible, are created all 
the time, it is vital to our work with social inclusion that we also examine 
the way we handle contemporary collecting and documentation. 

Social inclusion is one of MiST’s strategies, and some of the museum 
departments do much work to fulfil this strategy.  Several of our museum 
departments have free entrance for asylum-seekers, refugees and students 
inscribed in the introductory programmes run by the municipality. It is 
difficult to assess how many – if any – visits the museum because of that.  

Image 1 Guided tour in Trondheim Art Museum with a group from the 
introduction programme.  
Copyright: Trondheim Art Museum
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In some cases, workshops and programmes directly aimed at these groups 
have had an immediate effect in the participation in the programmes, but 
what we see is that once the project is over, they do not come back. In this 
article, we present some of the inclusive projects in our museums, both 
short-term outreach projects and collecting/documentation projects. Based 
on examples of our work, we discuss what effects (if any) our inclusive social 
projects have regarding the museum, about the society and on behalf of 
the target groups. We identify factors for success and failure in relation to 
the work on social inclusion. We also unfold what we regard as indicators 
of success. Towards the end, we discuss our experiences in light of recent 
critique of the so-called “Happiness-making in Museums”2.

REPRESENTATION IN MUSEUM COLLECTIONS

It is not an entirely new practice to include communities in museum work.  
Local history museums and folk museums have always relied on cooper-
ation with local communities. Some have had an open door policy when 
it comes to receiving objects to their collections, and most have relied on 
information from local people in their documentation of collections. How 
can we regard this as social inclusion? What kind of objects has been given 
to the museums? Whose history is documented and collected in museums? 
Without proper research in the topic, it is a qualified guess that most arte-
facts and donators of artefacts represent the upper/middle classes, people 
with education and economic affluence to allow them time and money to 
get involved with the museum.

Moreover, the donators have been people possessing artefacts considered 
valuable enough to deserve a place in the museum.  Although museums had 
engaged with the local community outside the museum in both collection 
development, exhibitions and programming, there had been little or no 
focus on community empowerment and actual inclusion of excluded voices 
at the time.3

Many museum collections suffer from poor documentation and are often 
under-researched. By involving people from other parts of society than the 
groups we usually include, the chance is that the collections turn out to be 
more culturally diverse than we might fear. With a better understanding of 
the collection we already have, it is easier to make programmes that include 

2 Lynch 2017
3 Mellemsether 2010:187f
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a broader perspective, also when it comes to social inclusion. 
Social media and new technologies bring about new potentials, possibilities 

and challenges concerning social inclusion.4 Digital projects like Minner.no, 
Collecting Social Photography and other similar projects have the potential 
of involving all groups of people. Also, people and groups formerly not 
represented in the museum collections. More research is needed to conclude 
if the participants in digital museum projects help towards social inclusion. 
Professor Stefan Krankenhagen concludes in an article from 2013: “Par-
ticipative collecting shows itself to be primarily a pedagogical initiative aimed 
at reinforcing the social competence of the museum”5. When examining some 
of the projects we have run in MiST, we find that they to a certain point 
have “reinforcing the social competence of the museum” more than they 
contribute to empowerment and inclusion of disadvantaged groups. This is, 
in particular, true of some of our earliest projects, but we can also see that 
there has been a development in how we approach inclusive projects, how 
we work with communities, and how we integrate inclusive social projects 
in our museums. 

PHOTO PROJECT 

In 2002-04, Sverresborg cooperated with Huseby secondary school in a 
photo-project, with young refugees and asylum-seekers as part of their 
language classes. Each pupil got a disposable camera and was asked to take 
pictures of their everyday life in Norway. They chose some of the pictures 
and wrote a text in Norwegian about them. These pictures and texts were 
exhibited in the museum and later published in a booklet6. The children 
invited their families and friends to a grand opening event with speeches 
and music, and of course food and soft drinks. The pupils were very proud 
to show family and friends what they had made. The whole project was 
meant as a way for the refugees to become visible in the museum, – to 
themselves and others. Even if many from the target group came to the 
exhibition, they did not engage with the rest of the museum, and they did 
not return as regular users of the museum. The museum, in turn, did not 
spend time and effort to include those photos in the museum catalogue as 
an inclusive collecting and documentation project. 

4 Russo and Peacock 2009
5 Krankenhagen 2013:264
6 Forseth and Rønningsgrind 2005
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DOCUMENTING IMMIGRANT SHOPS

In 2012- 2013 we participated in a documentation project, initiated by 
the Regional State Archives of Trondheim (SAT). SAT collected archives 
from grocery stores run by immigrants, while the museum documented 
the history of these shops. Twenty-five shops were mapped, and fourteen 
of them were documented through interviews with the owners. At the end 
of the project, we made an exhibition, and the informants were invited 
to the opening. This was a way of including the cultural heritage repre-
sented by the typical ‘immigrant shop’ into our collections. In making an 
exhibition as part of the project, we hoped to make the shop-owners and 
their family interested in archives and museums. Although some said they 
would be coming to the opening of the exhibition, nobody turned up.7 We 
took pictures as part of the project, and these were sent to the shops and 
appreciated, but what the project meant to the immigrants is hard to say.

7 Garberg and Gottschal 2016:59

Image 2 Tahir market and the owner Mohammed Tahir Mosa Al-Hussiny, 
June 2013  
Copyright: Dino Makridis, Sverresborg Trøndelag Folkemuseum
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DOCUMENTING IMMIGRANT WORKERS

In 2014/15, we did a documentation project with migrant workers and 
their families living at Hitra. A motivation for this project was that in this 
local community, close to 20 % of the population are immigrants, mostly 
working in the fish farming industry. Some migrant workers stay for just 
short periods, but some settle in the community with their family. How 
could the local museum include the migrant workers in the story of the 
local community, if there were no traces of them in the collections? We 
started to collect information by interviewing migrant workers from Eastern 
Europe.  It was a small-scale project. It included an earlier excluded group 
of people in the collection, and visible in a temporary exhibition in the 
museum at the end of the project.8 Again, we experienced that although 
invited through our normal communication channels, none of the people 
from our target group came to view the exhibition.  

We know that “being” represented in the museum collections and exhi-
bitions can have a profound effect on those who are not usually included: 

“Representation – seeing ourselves in cultural forms – matters; it changes people’s 
lives,” Jackie Gay and Mat Fraser write.9 Why is it that none of the groups 
mentioned in the three projects above, came to the exhibition “about 
themselves”? What did we do wrong? 

Short projects are usually not designed to create lasting effects. The three 
projects above were relatively short-term projects, and when the exhibition 
closed, there was no effort made to stay in touch with the involved groups. 
In all three cases, the idea and design of the project were decided by the 
museum or in collaboration between the museum and the teachers, but 
without any dialogue with the target groups. The target groups are some-
what fluid: the migrant workers leave, the students in the language class 
disperse when school is over, the immigrant shop owners go on to better 
jobs. Typical for these short-term projects is that they involve just one or 
a few of the museum staff and thus become vulnerable to staff fluctuation. 
Knowledge, contacts and experiences are not transferred to the next project 
but disappear when time, money and enthusiasm ends. 

To create lasting social inclusion that has a sustainable effect takes long-
term work and dedication from the whole museum. 

8 This was one part of a larger EEA-grants project together with Astra Museum 
in Romania 

9 Gay with Fraser 2008 
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NORWEGIAN DEAF MUSEUM

In 2009 the Norwegian Deaf Museum (NDM) opened in the old premises 
of the school for deaf children. It is an interactive museum that addresses 
an audience both of deaf and hearing people of all ages. The central theme 
in the museum is Sign language and communication.  The visitors are 
encouraged to reflect on ‘normality’ and ‘difference’ in a multicultural and 
globalised contemporary society. 

This is also a national museum of deaf history and culture, a place for 
memory work and identity strengthening.  In order to keep the connection 
to the deaf community when the museum turned from being a private 
collection to a professional museum, we established a reference group with 
participants from the deaf community. At the time, we did not know what 
Deaf culture was, but thanks to the close cooperation with the reference 
group we learnt. It was our task to interpret that into a modern museums 
context. NDM is used as an active meeting place for deaf people. Every 
Saturday there is a sign language café run by the local deaf community. 
They have also established a ‘friends of the museum’ association that actively 
supports the museum in many ways. Without the deaf community, vol-
unteers and Friends of the museum, the NDM could not have fulfilled 
its role as a national museum for Deaf history and culture.

Of course, there were discussions and dilemmas, and we did not always 
see eye to eye on what to put on display, and how to display objects. When 
the museum opened, it almost instantly became the museum FOR the 
deaf community, regarded as ‘our own museum’.  

We can now see that NDM has affected the other museums in the MiST, 
on museum workers and the deaf community. A key factor in the positive 
change is time: Time to learn to communicate with the deaf community, 
time to experiment with projects, time to create functional and lasting 
meeting points between the community and the museum. In the end, it 
is about building trust and understanding. 

During its nine years of existence, the deaf museum has become an iden-
tity marker for many deaf people.  By many deaf people, this museum is 
the only museum they have visited. In their view, other museums are for 
the hearing people. This (mis)conception of museums came as a surprise. 
We like to think that we accommodate “all”, while in fact, “all” is usually 
the insiders. We never see museums advertise like this: “The exhibition is 
accessible for the Norwegian speaking, middle-class, well-educated and 
fully functional person”. 

After the lessons learnt in the work with the NDM, we decided to 
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challenge our museums in MiST. The staff from NDM worked together 
with Ringve Music Museum and developed tours for sign language users. 
Sverresborg has Sign Language interpreters on several of their historic city 
walks. Moreover, it spreads: Rockheim made a guide for blind visitors, and 
our colleagues at Nidaros Cathedral are developing a special tour for those 
interested in deaf history. We have made a handbook: “Just do it. How 
to make museums more accessible” and we have a regular workshop for 
museum staff once a year about “accessible museums”.   

We discovered that it is not only functional variations that can create a 
mismatch between what we want to communicate and what our visitors 
receive. Cultural variations, social and economic conditions, as well as a 
place of residence, age, gender and ethnicity can create such gaps. That was 
a valuable perspective that we have in mind when developing programs 
and exhibitions in the museums. We have to ask ourselves whom we are 
communicating with and who not. 

By involving museum staff from several of our museums, we contribute 
to transferring of knowledge and sharing of experiences. In this way, we 

Image 3 Are our museums accessible for all? http://www.tandem-eu.com/ 
Copyright: Hanna Mellemsether, MiST
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are not so vulnerable to change in staff. Slowly the way of working and 
thinking spread in the organisation.

OUTREACH ACTIVITIES

Social inclusive projects are however not always about audience develop-
ment. This is in particular important when working with vulnerable groups 
in our outreach activities. Visitor numbers should not be the primary aim 
in such projects.

DEMENTIA

Ringve has been working with people with dementia for some time, ar-
ranging a program facilitated for people with dementia.10 Now they work 
with outreach activities in a nursing home together with Rockheim. This 
is a collaboration initiated by one of the staff members in the nursing 
home. Children from the kindergarten are invited to sing along with the 
people with dementia. They try to find songs that trigger memories. They 
have succeeded in finding some local songs – well known to everybody 
and suitable to build bridges between the children and the seniors. It is a 
well-documented fact that people living with dementia need mental and 
physical stimulation and the museum also bring with them a physical 
artefact to stimulate memory.11

HOSPITAL

Trondheim Art Museum has been running workshops for children in the 
hospital as part of an art and heritage program in the hospital’s school. 
Sometimes they take travelling exhibitions to the hospital, or they focus 
on artworks already in the hospital, or they move artworks belonging to 
the hospital, into the hospital’s school. 

The workshops often result in a shared product, where everyone contrib-
utes as much and as often as he or she can. The pupils are of a different 
age – from six to 18 years old; some can do a lot, some are too ill to take 
much part. Some have to be isolated to avoid infections and some stay in 
hospital part-time. Their artwork is exhibited as a visible result, and if or 
when returning to the hospital next time, they will recognise it.

10  Borgstrøm 2014
11  See for example Mittelman and Epstein 2009  



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES94

Image 4 

“The artefact of today” 
is unveiled, observed 
by the educators Tone 
from Rockheim and 
Helle from Ringve. 
Copyright: Rockheim
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PRISON

Rockheim has since 2014 cooperated with the prison in Trondheim, first 
offering concerts and some talks. The museum brought some artefacts 
to stimulate a dialogue between the prisoners and the museum staff: an 
instrument, a radio, a tape recorder or something else. The cooperation 
was extended through a dialogue with the prisoners and the prison’s staff. 
They agreed on establishing a choir. The musicians from Rockheim and 
the prisoners meet in prison three or four times to practice, and then it is 
time for the performance – a concert, where the audience consists of the 
other inmates. 

Currently, Rockheim is working on the fifth project in prison. They have 
so far developed cultural programmes for three different groups of prisoners, 
depending on the seriousness of crimes committed and how much freedom 
the prisoners are given inside the prison. One of the groups, allowed to 
be outside the prison for a short time, accompanied by a guard, has been 
visiting Rockheim as well. 

There have been many challenges because of the members of the choir 
change from week to week. It is quite unpredictable because some change 
their mind, some are moved to another prison, and others have meetings 
with their lawyer or their family. There are very few possibilities to exercise, 
especially for those who are going to sing alone, as solo artists. In prison, 
there are quite rigid systems and many security rules, so building trust and 
confidence takes time. When positive results are obtained, “new doors 
open” and we can overcome obstacles. The programmes were initiated by 
the museum, but the success became a reality due to close collaboration 
with the users themselves and with the prison staff. 

On a personal level, the museum staff involved in the projects can tell 
about strong personal experiences. It is the most demanding, but also the 
most giving projects they have. Although they are very aware that their 
role is not that of a therapist, they have to have a personal engagement and 
confidence in themselves. It is hard work, emotionally – and the educators 
often need time for debriefing afterwards.12 The projects have been run by 
one or two persons, and the rest of the museum has not been involved or 
even consulted. Deeply committed and enthusiastic, they share their expe-
riences with their colleagues in staff meetings, but often they feel very alone. 
Those projects are vulnerable to change in staff, and it will be hard to develop 

12 SRM interview 18.10.2017
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lasting knowledge about social inclusiveness in the museum organisation.
 

MOMENTS OF JOY! WHAT IS A SUCCESS?  

What are these programmes aiming at? The prisoners will not sing in a 
choir later, the family of asylum seekers are not going to do art together in 
the future, and the people with dementia might not remember anything, 
just moments after the meeting is over. Moreover, none of them will, per-
haps, visit a museum.  The aim is not audience development, and what we 
consider as traditional learning activities. It is about museums’ potential 
impact on social and community themes, such as creating stronger and 
safer communities, strengthening public life and health and wellbeing.13 

In the words of the museum educator, they are: ”Moments of joy and 
inspiration, and it is about having a nice time together”14. The artistic goals 
and learning outcomes are set aside. According to the prisoners, they get 
new things to talk about, to be interested in and to look forward to. To be 
able to establish a safe and comfortable situation, giving some moments of 
happiness “here and now” is important. The social setting, a coffee break 
after the concert, a small talk, singing together, is as important as the con-
cert or the workshop itself. In these informal meeting points, interpersonal 
relationships develop. Tone is an experienced educator, who has been work-
ing with different inclusive programs, says: “To create something together 
with others is an important thing for all human beings” and “Music has a 
positive effect on everybody!”15. 

Moments of joy, pleasure and inspiration are essential for the health and 
wellbeing of both children in the hospital, people with dementia, the refu-
gees and the prisoners. It is these moments of joy the museum brings about 
in the different outreach projects, moments that are notoriously hard to 
document and that do not count towards the visitor statistics and tickets 
sold. What then does the museum gain from outreach projects with an 
inclusive social profile?

From the deaf museum, we learnt that there are inequalities and obstacles 
that messes up the communication between the museum and some groups 
of visitors – or potential visitors. Uncovering this ‘gap’, and how to mend 

13 Arts Council UK, Generic Social Outcome (n.d.): Generic social outcomes 
(GSOs), are a framework developed in 2005 as part of the Inspiring Learning 
for All framework

14 AF interview 18.10.2017
15 TF interview 18.10.2017
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it, is the purpose of our work with social inclusion.  In her book The Art of 
Relevance, Nina Simon (2016) identifies two types of people in the discourse 
about relevance: The Insiders and the outsiders. The insider is already at 
the museum. They know it, love it, and protects it. The outsiders do not 
know that the door to the museum exists. They are uninterested, feeling 
insecure and unwelcome. 

If you want people to come to your museum, or participate in the muse-
um’s outreach activities, you must build new doors that are visible and 
open to the people you want to welcome, according to Nina Simon (2016). 
Although her door-metaphor is used in the discussion on what a relevant 
museum is, we find it highly applicable in the context of social inclusion. 
To be able to experience that the museum exhibitions and programmes are 
relevant for you as a visitor, becomes an essential step towards social inclusion. 

Critics of the trend in focusing on wellbeing and happiness in museums 
activities maintain a focus on the psychological happiness of people and 
might ignore the real struggle and suffering of people. Bernadette Lynch 
(2017) warns us in her recent article: “The Gate in the Wall: Beyond hap-
piness-making in museums” of the ‘happy-museum turn’. 

“Whether or not this work has value, it marks a return of the par-
ticipant as passive beneficiary, in a perpetual state of helplessness 
and need of improvement.“16 

We must be aware of the imbalance in power distribution between the 
museum and the deprived groups of society. Moreover, we do wisely listen 
to the critics. However, accepting the claim that the ‘happy-museum turn’ 
keep people in a state of dependency, it is also a way of ignoring individuals 
as actors in their own lives. In order to give people who struggle with life 
whether in prisons, hospitals or asylum seeker centres, a moment of respite 
from their struggles, it might give them strength to keep going. In order to 
give deaf people access to their history, to the history of their (sign) language, 
the museum inspired activism and became an allied in the struggle to have 
sign language acknowledged as a language.

Social inclusion is not a ‘gift’ from the museum, something we do to 
be kind, or because it is a political correctness, or just because we want 

16 Lynch 2017:9-10. The Happy Museum projects were started by Tony Butler in 
2011 and provides an inspiration for museums that wants to develop a holistic 
approach to wellbeing and sustainability. See www.happymuseumproject.org 
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to. Our work on accessible museums and social inclusiveness follow from 
national legislation and international treaties and conventions that states 
that everybody has a right to enjoy culture and to contribute to the devel-
opment of culture.17 Art and cultural heritage is a common good, and we 
must make sure that everybody is represented in our collections and our 
programs.

17 UN – the Human Rights Declaration, Norwegian constitution, and Norwe-
gian anti-discriminatory legislation.
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Finland is the land of a thousand museums1. Since the country has only 5,5 
million inhabitants, you could assume that quite many of the Finns value 
their cultural heritage and want to preserve it. You might also think that 
the museum branch would be overjoyed about this, but instead, for many 
decades, it was seen as a threat.

Museum professionals maintain only one-third of the Finnish museums2. 
This means that most of the museums in Finland are not actually museums 
(by the definition of the International Council of Museums3), but merely 
collections gathered by enthusiastic individuals or communities. In this light, 
it is not surprising that in the public mind, the museum often equals dusty 
old barn filled with blades of spinning wheels and small containers made 
of birch bark. This is the image that the professionally kept museums are 
still fighting against by emphasising their expertise and trying to separate 
themselves in every way from the “unprofessional museums” often kept by 

1 http://museoliitto.fi/museolaitos
2 http://museoliitto.fi/museolaitos
3 http://icom.museum/the-vision/museum-definition
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the volunteers. This is probably the reason why the general attitude of the 
museum professionals has been quite cautious towards volunteers in the 
museums4.

On the other hand, some distinguished museums in Finland are founded 
by volunteers and only later have hired people with museum education. In 
these museums, there have often remained an active community of volun-
teers, who frequently organised or attended to work parties for the benefit 
of the museum. Sometimes these volunteers form a friends association, 
which is loosely connected to the museum.

Still, it is quite rare that the Finnish museums would organise permanent 
volunteer programs themselves. It is more common to have a project, which 
includes volunteers or to do co-operation with volunteer organisations. 
Finland’s National Board of Antiquities has been collecting data related 
to museum operations in Finland since 1975, and from 2007 onwards, 
it can be viewed online at museotilasto.fi. The museum statistics include 
information on all museums in Finland that are run on a full-time basis. 
It shows that in most professional museums organising volunteer work has 
been quite small-scale activity so far. Less than a half of the museums have 
had volunteers year 2016. In 40 % of the museums that had volunteers, 
they had worked less than 100 hours that year and in almost 70 % less 
than 500 hours.

This is about to change. Finland’s Ministry of Education and Culture 
has published autumn 2017 a proposal for museum policy programme, 
which outlines the main success factors up to 2030. It states that the role of 
volunteers is increasing in professionally kept museums and that launching 
volunteer programs will be a significant focal point in many museums soon.5 
It might seem far-fetched, giving the present state, but it is not. Volunteer-
ing is becoming in fashion outside museums too. Many cities are already 
emphasising active citizenship in their strategies.  This affects directly to the 
operation of the museums owned by the cities and indirectly to the other 
museums located in them.

Some museums have already started to build their volunteer programs 
or develop their existing volunteer groups into more related programs. The 
Finnish Labour Museum Werstas is an excellent example of the former and 
The Finnish Aviation Museum of the latter. The process of Werstas is viewed 
in detail further down. The Aviation Museum has the most active museum 

4 Kallio (2016)
5 Ehdotus museopoliittiseksi ohjelmaksi (2017) 12, 18—19.
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volunteers in the country with more than 10 000 working hours a year. In 
2016, the museum had a project for developing their volunteer program 
and defining their written policy for volunteers. Because of the project, they 
also made a publication with Citizen Forum in 2017 to help professional 
museums in Finland start and develop their volunteer programs6.

In many discussions about having volunteers in the museum, the main 
worries among the museum professionals have been, that 1) the owners 
of the museums would replace hired workers with volunteers in desire of 
saving money, 2) the volunteers would accidentally ruin some irreplaceable 
artefacts, files or the reputation of the museum, and 3) having to guide 
and guard the volunteers would add to the workload of the regular staff. 
These prejudices are not entirely unjustified: in the worst case scenarios, 
something like that could happen. However, all the museums that have 
put an effort into their volunteer programs have noticed that none of the 
fears has actualised. Instead, the volunteers enrich the museum with their 
enthusiasm, new points of view and unexpected knowledge and talents7.

The Finnish Labour Museum Werstas was one of the first museums in 
Finland to start its own permanent and thoroughly organised volunteer 
program in 2013. The museum, owned by The Finnish Labour Museum 
Association, was opened for public in November 1993. The museum’s friends 
association was founded in 1992, and in the beginning, the association did 
much work for the benefit of the museum. Since those days the museum 
grew, and more professionals were hired, which diminished the imminent 
need for volunteer work (in 2016 Werstas had 17 permanent workers). The 
museum continued to have co-operation with different volunteer groups, 
though, during projects such as events or changing exhibitions.

Kalle Kallio, who has been the director of Werstas since 2005, is interested 
in advancing public activity in museums. He was also impressed with the 
work that museums had been doing with volunteers in the UK and the 
Nordic countries. Spring 2013 the time was finally right to start Werstas’ 
volunteer program. Werstas participated in Avara Museo’s project, which 
was coordinated by the Finnish Museums Association8. The project aimed 
to improve museums as more open and exciting learning places for the adult 
audiences. Werstas decided to spend part of the project funding on creating 

6 Kostiainen (2017).
7 Unpublished  survey results in Level Up: Securing Quality in Maaging Volun-

teers -project in 2017.
8 http://www.museoliitto.fi/avaramuseo
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preliminary process description for a new volunteer program. In addition, 
possible scenarios of different type of volunteers were thought through.

It is impossible to have a well-functioning volunteer program unless the 
whole organisation is behind it9. It has to be clear to everyone from top to 
bottom that the volunteers are a valuable asset and not an annoyance. In 
Werstas, the relationship between regular staff and volunteers was carefully 
thought through from the beginning. It was decided that the volunteers 
should be an inseparable part of the museum’s daily life. The volunteers 
would not do anything that was charged from the customers, for example, 
give guided tours, write articles or handle orders in the archive. Those jobs 
were reserved for the professionals. Otherwise, they would be welcome to 
join all the activities that happen in the museum.

Even though volunteering is unpaid by definition, it still requires financial 
support. Organising volunteer work includes among other things planning 
activities, recruiting new volunteers, educating or familiarising them, organ-
ising volunteer’s work, supporting and rewarding the volunteers and possibly 
compensating their costs (for example travel costs). If the organisation gets 
grants for their volunteer program, the organisation has to make rapports 
to the financier. Also, the communication and PR needs to be taken care 
of.10 When starting a new volunteer program, the adequate resources has 
to be allocated. It is clear that volunteer work is not a very efficient way of 
saving money; if undertaken it has to be done for other reasons.

Werstas regards the volunteers as a kind of VIP-customers, and they are 
offered the possibility to get to know and participate in the work behind the 
scenes and take care of the cultural heritage of the Finnish labourers11. The 
idea is to encourage active citizenship in the museum environment, which 
opens new viewpoints in cultural heritage and creates a sense of involve-
ment and ownership12. It is noted that people want to get involved in the 
cultural heritage work if it concerns something very close and important 
to them, but there is often a shortage of organisers13. It is quite natural for 
a museum to take the organising role since it is by definition a non-profit, 
permanent institution in the service of society14.

9 Kostiainen (2017) 11–12.
10 Valliluoto (2014) 21.
11 Kallio (2016) 54.
12 Ehdotus museopoliittiseksi ohjelmaksi (2017) 18.
13 Hirvonen, Lohtander et al. (2017) 56.
14 http://icom.museum/the-vision/museum-definition
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The volunteer program of Werstas is named Museosakki, which on some 
occasions has been translated as The Museum Nuts.  In 2017, there were 
20 active members in Museosakki, about half of them were men and half 
women. The balance between genders is not premeditated, but probably 
has come about, because the assignments that are given to the volunteers 
are diverse enough to interest both sexes. Werstas does not have a particular 
target group for volunteers; all are welcome to participate. It has proved, 
however, that Werstas’ volunteer program best suits people who are not ac-
tively working, such as the unemployed or pensioners15. They usually have 
more time and motivation to commit to voluntary work than the students 
and those who have a full-time job. The young generally like to participate 
in shorter projects or periods, not engage in long-term volunteering16.

The older adults are increasingly interested in volunteering according to 
Statistics Finland. The most important reasons are the desire of keeping 
up the ability to function and to help others.17 Retirement is also one of 
the main reasons to join Museosakki. Recent pensioners need a rhythm 
and content to their week since they do not get those from their careers 
anymore.  Volunteering is a meaningful hobby in which you can use your 
brains, feel useful and find new friends to replace the former co-workers. 
The reasons for volunteering as an unemployed are similar. However, the 
interpretation of the legislation for unemployment benefit might determine 
that the unemployed cannot do the same tasks as the regular staff without 
losing the dole18. According to many types of research, volunteering creates 
joy and well-being among the participants. Attending volunteer work also 
has a significant effect on social inclusion.19

Museum’s volunteer manager Ulla Rohunen coordinates the Museosakki 
volunteer program. This is not, however, her only duty but she is also the 
head of the visitor services. The size of Museosakki is now optimal; if there 
were much more than 20 active people in the group, it would be too demand-
ing for one person to handle unless she would be managing volunteers 
full-time20. Also finding suitable tasks for a more significant group would 
be difficult in a museum this size. In organising and instructing tasks for 
volunteers, the volunteer manager gets help from the leaders of departments 

15 Kallio (2016) 54.
16 Valliluoto (2014) 20; Hirvonen, Lohtander et al. (2017) 56.
17 Valliluoto (2014) 21.
18 Kostiainen (2017) 34.
19 Kostiainen (2017) 32.
20 Kostiainen (2017) 30.



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES106

of exhibitions and collections. Besides, the whole staff is committed to help 
the volunteers and answer their questions if needed.

The members of Museosakki can participate almost in all activities of the 
museum. They can join the exhibition team, the collections team and the 
events team according to their interests. Several members attend to more 
than one group, and some have their projects.21 Besides the meetings of 
different teams, Museosakki has a gathering as a whole group at the begin-
ning and the end of the season. When starting the program it was planned 
that the whole group would meet every month or so, but that did not work 
out. The volunteers did not want to gather to drink coffee but wanted the 
meetings to have some specific agenda too. Werstas organises also education 
for Museosakki for instance in using the programs and equipment which 
they need in their tasks.

All the members of Museosakki are known personally by the volunteer 
manager. She knows about their interests, abilities and challenges. In this 
way, members can be given meaningful assignments that suits them. When 
a person is interested in joining Museosakki, the volunteer manager has an 
informal chat with him. The volunteer manager tells about the museum 
and what kind of work there needs to be done. The potential volunteer tells 
about himself, and what kind of work he would be interested in. If they 
agree that the museum work would suit the person, he fills in a form with 
his details. The volunteer manager adds the person to Museosakki’s mailing 
list. The new volunteers also get Museosakki t-shirts, which they can use 
when working in the museum’s events.

The volunteers sign the rules of Museosakki when they join the group. In 
doing so, they agree on issues such as confidentiality, copyright, insurances, 
benefits and safety of the artefacts. After that, the volunteer manager famil-
iarises the new volunteers to the museum and tries to find a suitable task 
for them. In the beginning, the volunteers usually get to experiment with 
different tasks before the right ones are found. People’s self-knowledge is 
not always the best. They might be very keen to try something that they do 
not have any aptness to. Some tasks might prove to be too tiresome or too 
hard for them. It might also happen that some of the volunteers find the 
whole museum environment wrong place for them and they drop out. The 
volunteer manager says that the recruiting process is like starting to date. 
Both parties present each other the best qualities of themselves, and then 
they either hit it off or do not. Sometimes the other party seems perfect in 

21 Kallio (2016) 54.



ALLOWING VOLUNTEERS TO  HUSTLE RISSANEN 107

every way, but still, something is missing in the relationship.
Museosakki has its own working space in the museum, but they also 

work around the museum alongside the regular staff. The volunteers keep 
the record themselves of the hours they have done. The volunteers can 
also set out their schedule; some work regularly almost every day or every 
week, others work when they have extra time and some rush to aid when 
asked especially22. The volunteers are compensated with free coffee on the 
days they are working. On the days they work more than four hours, they 
also get a free lunch. This is the most significant expenditure in having the 
volunteer program if not taking into account the effort of the regular staff. 
In Werstas, the time regular staff is using for the volunteer program is hard 
to estimate, because the tasks of the volunteers are so tightly woven together 
with the work that would be done regardless of their participation.

In the beginning, there were many things to solve. Werstas did not have 
previous experience in organising a permanent volunteer program, and 
there were not many examples in the whole country either. Letting outsid-
ers become part of the inner circle of the museum was a big step to take. 
Suddenly there were a bunch of new people in the working space and the 
coffee table. Before starting the program, the biggest fear was that there 
would be conflicts or conflicting interest between the regular staff and the 
volunteers. However, this was never realised. The volunteers have been 
respecting the regular staff’s insight and expertise. Of course, there have 
been some clashes too, as always, when people are involved. Some people 
have strong personalities and strong opinions about how things should be 
done. Nevertheless, this is not uncommon in the working place, whether 
some of the workers are volunteers or not.

The biggest challenge has been to recognise the tasks that could be given 
to the volunteers. The volunteers’ tasks must be easy enough to learn with 
a short instruction. On the other hand, the tasks should also be exciting 
and adequately challenging for the volunteers. Ideally, the task would also 
benefit the museum.23 Still, there should not be too much hurry in getting 
it done. This demanded a new way of thinking from the members of regular 
staff. Which are the tasks that I do not ever have time to finish? What new 
things would I like to try if I had a couple of extra hands? Which tasks do 
require education in the museum subjects? Which tasks require proper edu-

22 Kallio (2016) 55.
23 Kallio (2016) 55.
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cation, but could be done by a volunteer through thoroughly explanation 
by a professional? Even though the volunteer program can scarcely help the 
museum save money, the volunteers can help to execute things that would 
be impossible to accomplish otherwise24.

When the tasks are recognised, they need to be organised in a way that 
they can be easily explained and taught by the volunteers. It is not easy 
for everyone to adapt to the role of an instructor. It is also challenging to 
analyse the routines of the work that one usually does automatically and 
explain them in a way that someone else could do them in the same man-
ner. It might be a bit scary as well to let a stranger see how you choose to 
do your work since, in many cases, perfectly good results can be achieved 
in many different ways.

The hardest circumstance occurs when volunteers are helping in situations 
with a tight schedule and high expectations, such as building exhibitions. 
When everyone is in a hurry, it is difficult to find time and patience to 
instruct or help the volunteers with his or her tasks. Some of the hardships 
can be avoided with good planning beforehand, but some things are not 
possible to predict. Volunteers cannot be demanded to do the job at hand 
in a given time the same way as hired workers. Museosakki volunteers have 
been very committed to their work, though, and they have finished almost 
a hundred percent of the tasks they have promised to do. Nevertheless, 
sometimes the volunteers do not recognize the limits of their abilities or 
strength and the task need to be given to someone else.

All these problems have eased in time when the staff and the volunteers 
have to know each other better. In 2017, Museosakki has existed four years, 
and several members have participated in the program since the begin-
ning. The volunteers know by now what different activities happen in the 
museum, and the staff knows each volunteer’s talents and personality. They 
know which volunteers work well as a pair and which ones prefer working 
independently. Those volunteers who found out that the museum is not 
the right environment for them after all have ceased coming. The sense of 
togetherness has undoubtedly increased, because of museum events such as 
pre-Christmas parties, vernissages and excursions in which the volunteers 
are always welcome to join the personnel.

In spring 2017, I was employed at Werstas, and Museosakki was my first 
experience of this kind of volunteer program, where the volunteers and 
the regular staff are working seamlessly together. In my previous working 

24 Kostiainen (2017) 32.
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places, the volunteers were either non-existing or kept separate from the 
daily life of the museum. My job was to coordinate a project, which included 
developing the drama skills of both personnel and volunteers. During this 
project, we had a drama course, which was led by two professional drama 
pedagogues. They were told beforehand that the group consists of the mid-
dle-aged members of the staff, the young students that work as part-time 
museum guides and elderly volunteers. After the first lesson, the leaders told 
me that they were amazed how well the whole group played together from 
the very beginning despite their differences in age and background. I am 
confident that it has a lot to do with the well-executed volunteer program in 
which everyone feels appreciated and can contribute to the cultural heritage 
work in one’s unique way.
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What makes a person feel well? Wellbeing is a problematic concept, and it 
is difficult to measure since it is often a subjective perception, and of course, 
different things will make different people feel well. However, there are some 
general factors, which are pivotal to the conceptualisation of wellbeing, such 
as physical health1 and social factors, such as being marginalised in society 
or being lonely have a considerable impact. Looking at both general factors 
and individual needs, how can museums and other heritage organisations 
do something to increase people’s sense of wellbeing?

Traditionally, museums and other heritage organisations, such as archives 
or heritage sites, have focused on the collections, the number of visitors to 
exhibitions, school groups and other tangible or easily measured aspects of 
their work. Wellbeing has rarely been among the things in focus. However, 
during the past decade, wellbeing has become a way for a few museums to 
make a real difference to groups who do not usually visit the museum. It 
has been a way to reach new target groups, but also to matter, and to make 
a difference in society. There are still only a few heritage organisations, 

1 Enzo Grossi, Giorgio Tavano Blessi, Pier Luigi Sacco, Massimo Buscema, 2011
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which consciously work with wellbeing. These museums are trying to reach 
out to specific groups, such as people with various diseases or disabilities, 
or marginalised groups. The museums’ design specific programmes for 
these groups in order to promote the participants’ wellbeing. However, the 
main question is whether museums and other heritage organisations can 
genuinely contribute to wellbeing and if they can, what are the key factors 
that bring about “success”? In the article, I will give some examples of how 
heritage organisations have worked with wellbeing, and summarise some of 
the results of their efforts. I will investigate how museum activities can help 
people with mental health issues, how older people with memory problems 
or dementia can have meaningful experiences, and how marginalised groups 
can gain a place in society. There are of course many different groups for 
which increased wellbeing would be most beneficial, but the examples are 
selected in order to show very different approaches to this, and how the way 
you work with wellbeing is dependent on your target audience. 

THE CONCEPT OF WELLBEING

Wellbeing is a difficult concept to measure, and different academic disciplines 
find different ways of doing so. One way of approaching what wellbeing 
might be is to look at brain research. Brain research shows that the brain is 
striving for balance when it comes to emotions. It tries to block too strong 
feelings, both happiness and unhappiness or sadness, and this would indi-
cate that the brain is trying to stop us from feeling “too well”, but instead is 
striving for a balance where we are content rather than raging or euphoric. 
On the other hand, the brain can also get used to things, such as a constant 
high level of harmful hormones from stress or fear, which might lead to a 
bad mood, or worse, to mental health problems.2 

From a medical perspective, measuring physical indicators is standard, 
while other disciplines interview people or observe them. Eva Bojner Hor-
witz, for example, observes the physical changes indicating increased well-
being.3 She stresses how a mixture of cultural activities can be beneficial to 
women with mental health problems. In particular, it seems beneficial with 
activities they enjoy. These activities can change the level of hormones in 
the blood and also create changes in the brain, which are positive. Bojner 
Horwitz has also found that acting out strong emotions in theatre settings 

2 Malin Trossing 2016, p. 91-93 and 68-73 
3 Eva Bojner Horwitz as cited in Ringmar 2013
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will decrease stress-related pain.4 Töres Theorell has researched the connec-
tion between health and music.5 He shows that singing and listening to 
music changes the heart rhythm, which can have an essential calming effect, 
as well as an increase in levels of hormones that are good for the immune 
system. What these studies make clear is that engaging in culture is ben-
eficial to health, and that active, creative participation is most beneficial. 
Another researcher, Ingemar Norling, focuses on the experiences of nature.6 
He argues that exposure to nature for people in care settings – being out 
in nature, looking at landscape paintings or merely looking out through 
a window – can lead to lower blood pressure, a decrease in the need for 
painkillers and shortens the time a patient needs to be in care. He also shows 
how a combination of physical activity and social and mental stimulation 
is most effective, and this is coherent with what the Department of Health 
and Arts Council England7 have published in their prospectus concerning 
the benefits of using arts for improving health. They found that arts in 
healthcare shortened the time the patients needed to be in care, increased 
the wellbeing of patients, improved the quality of the patients’ environment 
and improved the communication between patients and care staff.

The above studies all take a medical approach to wellbeing. There are also 
quite a few studies on wellbeing from a more social science or humanities 
perspective, using other ways of measuring wellbeing. In the report, Better 
health for older people Göran Berleen8 presents an extensive survey concluding 
that those participating in cultural activities such as going to the cinema, the 
theatre, concerts or being part of the choir have significantly better health 
than those who do not. Nevertheless, this report also points out that those 
participating in cultural activities usually have a higher educational level, 
which could also be a factor that influences the results, and that people 
with poorer health cannot participate in cultural activities because of their 
health. However, another study9 shows that access to cultural activities has 
a significant impact on wellbeing. When researchers use the Psychological 
General Well-Being Index, they have captured the subjective perception of 
wellbeing. When looking at several factors, which could determine wellbe-
ing, such as occupation, age, gender, physical disease, and where the person 

4 Bojner Horwitz 2011
5 Töres Theorell 2009
6 Ingmar Norling 2002
7 Department of Health and Arts Council England 2007
8 Göran Berleen 2003
9 Grossi et al. 2011
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lives it turns out that after physical disease, cultural activities are the most 
significant factor in determining wellbeing. They looked at several different 
types of activities, among other things visits to museums or art exhibitions 
as well as going to concerts or cinema and looking at or participating in 
sports. Just engaging in any cultural activity significantly increased the level 
of wellbeing, but it did not matter whether the person chose to engage in 
only one kind of activity or several different activities.10

A different approach to wellbeing is that people feel well when they make 
sense of the world when they add meaning to something, for example, their 
position in a social context. Thus, making meaning is vital to look into as 
well as how culture can play a big part when people are striving for connec-
tion and sense-making. Karl E. Weick presents a theory on sense-making, 
claiming that we always make meaning of the present situation by relating to 
our memories and experiences – our knowledge, feelings and recollections of 
the topic. Weick emphasises the social interaction and how important that 
is in order to make meaning. Even if we are alone, we have a perception of 
other people’s ideas, reactions and thoughts on a topic or our behaviour and 
comments. Another important trait of making sense of the world is that we 
are continually looking for clues. However, we chose to see the clues that 
fit with our frame of reference or our experiences.

Nevertheless, we are also prone to discover clues which are unexpected, 
out of place, or where we do not expect them11, and this is where heritage 
organisations have an essential role to play in providing clues that help 
people make sense of what they experience. Alternatively, providing clues 
which will make people react and think comment and question things. It 
will not be the same clues that will fit everyone, which means we need to 
provide a wide range of clues on various topics in order to make sure that 
everyone can connect to clues. Heritage organisations also need to create 
space for social interaction, since making sense is a social process and active 
participation in culture seem to have very positive effects. 

In conclusion, wellbeing is a complex concept with many different angles 
and approaches. Worth to note, however, is that culture seems to have a 
positive impact on wellbeing no matter if you use the methods of medical 
sciences or social sciences to show and define the wellbeing of a person.  

10 Grossi et al. 2011
11 Karl Weick, Kathleen Sutcliffe and David Obstfeld 2005. See also Sandra 

Greve and Henrik Schalech 2015
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MUSEUMS AND MENTAL HEALTH

In Sweden between 20 and 40 per cent of the population suffers from mental 
health problems at some point in their lives12 and the figures are similar for 
other countries13. Museums can have a significant role to play in order to 
increase the wellbeing for this group. Jamtli Museum in Östersund, Sweden 
uses cultural heritage to create learning opportunities aimed at increasing 
wellbeing for people with mental health issues. It is a cooperation between 
the museum and the local hospital’s unit for recovery and rehabilitation 
from mental health problems called K2. Jamtli museum is both an indoor 
museum and a large open-air museum. The outdoor area offers the oppor-
tunity to take part in a wide range of activities. Jamtli is made up of many 
buildings from different periods, filled with objects from those periods. 
Visitors and staff can use the objects within the buildings to take part in 
activities or chores typical for the period they represent. At Jamtli museum 
there is also a farm where the agricultural work is carried out in the same 
way as it was during the end of the 19th century. 

Since 2009 a group of people from K2 visits Jamtli once a week and par-
ticipates in the daily work in the outdoor area, helping with the animals, 
agricultural work or minor building projects such as fences, but they also 
visit exhibitions in the indoor area from time to time. The participants are 
given the opportunity to come back to the museum on their own, free of 
charge. The staff at Jamtli uses historical buildings and agriculture to engage 
the participants in various activities and to help them learn new skills, gain 
knowledge, change their attitudes and get inspired. Two basic principles 
are essential for this cooperation. First, activities offered need to be entirely 
voluntary. If a participant wants merely to come along and watch the oth-
ers, that is acceptable. If they wish to engage in the agricultural work that 
is possible too. As one participant put it: ‘it is okay to come along to hug 
a cow’, meaning there is no pressure on the participants to perform any-
thing. Second, it is essential that the work they do engage in is real work. 
They carry out proper tasks that need to be done. If the participants do not 
complete the tasks, the staff will do so. However, the things they engage 
in also have to be things that are not urgent or have to be completed at a 
certain time, so as not to create any pressure for the participants. It means 
that the participants partake in different activities, for instance, planting 
or harvesting crops such as potatoes, mending fences, tending to the feet 

12 Hjärnkoll, 2018
13 Anna Hansen 2016, 168 f.
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of the goats, washing the horses’ tails, brushing the cows and other things 
that add value to historical agriculture and outdoor area.

A study carried out in 201514 with observations and interviews reveals 
that the visits to the museum had a positive impact on the participants’ 
wellbeing. Some participants claimed these activities have saved their lives 
and hence they felt very positive about the experience. Participants with 
anxiety felt that the calmer pace of the museum was beneficial to them since 
it helped them get into a slower pace themselves. The museum atmosphere 
was described as relaxing, as one participant put it: “just hearing the sound 
of hooves on the tarmac is soothing”. Another group of participants instead 
focused on the benefits of social interaction. Many of them had problems 
with social skills, even leaving their own home was difficult for some of them. 
However, the animals and small-scale historical agricultural work were so 
appealing to them that they slowly started to overcome their social issues. 
One participant said that “I would probably have locked myself up at home 
without Jamtli”, and several others stated they experienced a new desire to do 
other things as well. A third important factor was the increase in self-esteem 
and confidence. The learning aspects of the activities were significant. The 
participants learnt about animals, agriculture, tools, the changes of the year, 
crops and many other things. Sometimes they were asked about things by 
other visitors in the museum, which made them feel proud and confident 
when they realised that they knew the answer to their questions, “you realise 
that you know more than you think”, one participant said.

As can be seen from this example the needs of the participants vary. Some 
of them need a calm place while others need social interaction, and this 
is something museums need to bear in mind when creating experiences 
for their visitors or participants. Falk and Dierking (2016) have discussed 
how the visitors’ motivation for coming varies. They have identified five 
different types of visitors: The explorer, who wants to learn new things and 
see interesting things; the facilitator, who wants the experience to be a good 
experience for someone else; the professional/hobbyist, who has a special 
interest in a subject he or she wants to learn more about; the experience 
seekers, who are visiting because it’s an essential destination as a tourist, or 
they have been recommended, or being able to share on social media that 
they are in a cool place; and the rechargers, who wants a calm environment 
to contemplate.15 Following this, we must also provide opportunities for 

14 Hansen 2016
15 John Falk and Lynn Dierking 2016
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participants to fill their emotional, physical or psychological needs in differ-
ent ways, and at Jamtli museum they have managed to accommodate this 
in the agricultural activities. As mentioned, there are plenty of calm places 
where the participants who are “rechargers” can relax and have a soothing 
experience, there are also plenty of new things to try out which covers for 
the needs of the “explorers”, as well as a focus on animals which many of 
the participants have a keen interest in as “hobbyists”.

MUSEUMS AND THE AGEING POPULATION

The population in Europe is getting older. Increased life expectancy together 
with low birth rates make the proportion of the population aged 65 and 
overgrow. In 2016 19,2 per cent of the EU population was over 65, which 
is expected to increase16, and this means that older adults should be an 
essential target audience for museums. Many museums are trying to meet 
the needs of this group in various ways, or the needs of various groups of 
older adults, since they are as diverse as any other age group when it comes 
to their interests and needs – or motivation for coming to the museum. In 
particular, many museums have been successful with their programmes for 
people with dementia, which is a group often found within the age group 
of 65+.17

Memory
Museums are all about memories. As we have seen above in Weick’s theory, 
sense-making is connected to memories, experiences and personality.18 Your 
background and frame of reference will determine what you can connect to. 
Nevertheless, memory works on several different levels. Harris et al. make a 
distinction between what you can remember in two levels which they call 
the lower level information and the topic level information. By the lower 
level information, they mean the detailed information that each person 
subjectively remembers. The topic level information is the information 
that is shared between people, the memories they agree on, which tend to 
be less detailed.19 Each person will notice different things and remember 

16 Eurostat 2017
17 For example Museum of Modern art in New York or the project Möten med 

minnen in Sweden, involving a wide range of museums.
18 Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005. See also Greve and Schalech 2015
19 Celia Harris, Paul Sutton, John Keil, Amanda Barnier, Doris McIlwain, 2011
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things differently depending on what they make sense of, their identity and 
their past experiences. If several people share the same experience, they will 
still remember different things about it. If they talk about it, they will share 
some, less detailed, memories about the experience, which is then the topic 
level information. 

As heritage organisations, we are experts on working with memories. Since 
we cannot go into detail of all visitors’ personal lower level memories, we 
often dwell on the topic level memories, presenting a more general story, or 
presenting one person’s lower level memories, for example, a specific per-
son’s life story, diary or belongings. Often this is done by creating settings 
or introducing objects, moods or feelings which will make people relate 
to a memory or an experience. We want to bring out people’s lower level 
memories and make them share these memories. Memory is a social process. 
Even if memories are individual, people often share topic level memories, 
which might spark conversations about their personal lower level memories. 
Harris et al. (2011) express this as “remembering is an interactive activity 
where memories are dynamically and jointly constructed in conversation.”20 
Sharing and talking about memories are thus a significant part of actively 
remembering, sharing memories and creating them. 

Museums and dementia
One example of how museums work to engage with people with demen-
tia is the project Active Ageing and Heritage in Adult Learning, funded by 
Erasmus+ and carried out in 2014 to 2017. Five open air museums and 
three universities in different parts of Europe tried to capture the effects on 
participants with dementia who took part in certain activities. The people 
with dementia visited a setting in the museum from the time-period of 
their childhood or youth. The open air museums have the advantage that 
they can create full settings, a whole home with smells, furniture, sounds 
and objects which will stimulate all senses. The museums agreed upon a 
common format for the sessions in order to make them comparable, but 
still allowing for cultural variations. Essential elements that were included 
was greeting the visitors by the door, showing them around the house, serv-
ing tea or coffee, introducing some objects, clothes, newspapers, music or 
other items connected to the chosen theme of “a great day out” and at last 
saying goodbye and giving them something to take away with them. The 

20 Harris et al 2011, p. 268
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participants visited in small groups together with carers – either professional 
carers from a care home or a relative.

The level of well-being experienced by the participants was evaluated using 
the Greater Cincinnati Chapter Well-Being Observation Tool (GCCWOT) 
which defines four domains which can be observed that indicates wellbeing; 
interest; sustained attention; positive affect and self-esteem. One hundred 
twenty-nine participants took part, as well as 75 accompanying carers. The 
results show that 90 per cent of the participants show a positive effect all the 
time or most of the time, and 84 per cent show interest all the time or most 
of the time. Eighty-three per cent show self-confidence and 82 per cent show 
sustained attention, and this means that during the session at the museum 
the wellbeing of the person with dementia was on a high level. When the 
carers were asked about the participants’ shown level of the four indicators 
compared to their average level, there was also a significant increase in their 
wellbeing during the activity compared to normal. So not only did they feel 
well during the activity, but they also felt “better” than usual. Qualitative 
responses were also gathered which show that the environment itself had a 
significant role to play – both as an outing to a museum, to do something 
differently, and also the possibility of coming to an environment completely 
set in another time and recognising objects.21

The museums were all working with providing topic level information on 
the period and the topic of “a great day out”. The information was provided 
through objects, smells, something to eat, things to do, music to listen to 
or songs to sing along. Inspired by this, the participants often told about 
their lower level memories, their personal stories and memories of going 
to a dance, to the cinema, celebrating a birthday or something else, which 
in turn inspired conversation on a topic level information where all shared 
memories of similar situations, in general what the time period was like, 
what music was popular or which perfume people wore. In that way, this 
activity worked on both levels of memory. 

The sessions can also be seen from the type of motivation the participants 
had. The relatives or nursing staff from care homes who accompanied the 
people with dementia were coming as facilitators, in Falk and Dierking’s 
terminology. However, it is clear that they too had a good time, remembered 
things, took part in discussions and had a good learning experience. The 
people with dementia were probably mainly explorers or rechargers. By the 
tranquil settings of the open air museums, there were plenty of opportunities 

21 Hansen (ed.) 2017, p. 22 ff.



SOCIALLY ENGAGED PRACTICES IN MUSEUMS AND ARCHIVES120

to contemplate and sit quietly and absorb the surrounding. There were also 
a lot of material and objects provided by the museums for the visitors to 
explore. Many of the objects were not new to the participants, but instead, 
they were given the opportunity to explore familiar objects, sounds, smells, 
which they had not experienced for a long time. One example of this is 
grinding coffee, which several participants liked to do. It made sense to them 
since the coffee grinder related to their experience and background, and 
according to Weick, this is important in relation to the meaning-making 
process. For many, it was also a connection to lower level information on 
how to use it, the familiar movements. In this project, we could measure 
increased wellbeing, which can be explained by the participants’ ability to 
make sense of the activities and objects. The setting spoke to their memories 
in their frame of reference. In that way, grinding coffee can make you happy. 

MUSEUMS AND MINORITIES

In Sweden, there are five minority groups, and most museums have an 
explicit obligation to pay attention to them as visitors and to their history. 
Folkhälsomyndigheten, the public health agency for Sweden, had looked 
at the health of these groups. In their report, they can see that these are 
groups which suffer from health problems to a larger extent than the Swedish 
average, including mental health issues. One of the minority groups is the 
Roma people. For them, it is more common than average with diabetes, 
bad teeth, smoking and mental health issues. There is also a distrust in the 
healthcare system and in healthcare staff, which might make them refrain 
from seeking care. They are also frequently discriminated.22 

Discrimination, marginalisation and health issues are of course factors 
which has a profound effect on a person’s wellbeing. Focusing on these 
groups in programmes, activities or measures which tries to increase well-
being is thus a way in which museums can work towards a more coherent 
and equal society. 

Monuments of remembrance
At the beginning of the 20th century, Roma people in Sweden were forced to 
travel around. They could only stay for three days in the same place, which 
was later extended to three weeks. It was not until the 1950s that Roma 

22 Samråd och dialog med nationella minoriteter och urfolk i syfte att förbättra förut-
sättningarna för gruppernas hälsa 2017, p. 25 ff.
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people were allowed to have a permanent home. One consequence of this is 
that there are very few tangible remains of the Roma people. While we can 
see old churches, farms or factories, we cannot see any remains of places of 
importance to the Roma people. This, of course, influence their lives, since 
they have no tangible history to show their children, nothing that shows 
that they have been part of Swedish society for a long time. Without visible 
remains of particular places or a history that is written down, it might be 
difficult for Roma people to make sense of their past and their place in so-
ciety. In Wieck’s understanding of sensemaking, having clues that will spark 
memories, make it possible to see connections and create understanding 
are essential for the process of creating meaning, and having meaning is 
one way to wellbeing.

The same lack of clues and memories to connect with is of course also 
valid for non-Roma people. Without the tangible remains, they cannot see 
or know that Roma people have been part of their village or area for a long 
time. They cannot make sense of their belonging to the place.

The Regional Museum of Skane decided that it is essential to show the 
history of the Roma people and their belonging to society. In close cooper-
ation with a group of Roma people and local clubs or societies in different 
towns and villages around Skane, the museum started collecting stories, 
photos and tried to identify places where Roma people used to live or gather. 
Five places were selected, and stories and photos connected to these places 
organised around a particular theme for each place. The themes were issues 
relevant to the lives of the Roma people or Roma cultures, such as work, the 
marketplace and language. The stories are both from the Roma people who 
had memories of travelling around Skane, but also from the perspective of 
the local population. The memorials were produced as round cylinders made 
of steel with texts and photos describing different aspects of Roma life, the 
importance of the place where it was set up and the history of Roma people 
in Sweden.23 Many other museums have also worked with finding places 
of importance for Roma people or similar groups, such as Resandekartan24 
which points out important places for Travellers. What was important in 
this project though, was the physical marking of the place by a memorial. 
To make the intangible past into a tangible place to remember and to act 
as a clue, spurring social interaction. 

This had a profound impact on the sense of belonging for some of the 

23 www.romskaplatser.se
24 The traveller’s map: http://reisendekartet.no/sv/
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Roma people. A group of Roma people participated when the memorials 
were officially opened to the public. A Roma man described the feeling 
when he arrived at the first memorial: “When I descended from the bus, 
I was moved.” As a child, he had travelled around the region, and he had 
many memories from the marketplace in which one of the memorials was 
placed. They were warmly welcomed to the market, which was not the case 
everywhere. The adults sold items of copper, told people’s future and the 
children danced or tried to sneak into the tents where there were perfor-
mances of various kind. A woman who grew up near the marketplace tells 
the story from their perspective; It was so exciting when the Roma people 
arrived. The rumour travelled fast, and the children ran to the market to 
have a look at them because they were different and exciting. 

The Roma people who visited the memorials were all very moved. It 
strengthened their self-esteem that their place in Swedish history had been 
acknowledged and made visible for everyone. One of them said that “this 
is almost more important than getting the right to settle down”. He meant 
that these monuments made the Roma people part of society. It is also a 
way for older generations to show younger generations where they grew up, 
where their roots are, even if they are in many different places. The memorials 
helped to initiate discussions between generations and helped both Roma 
people and the local communities make sense of this part of history. They 
had the social interaction, their memories as their frame of reference and the 
material presented at the memorials gave many clues to how life had been 
and how both Roma people and the local communities perceived meeting 
another group of people and the relationship between them.

The work and collaboration between the museum and the Roma com-
munity continued. Both parties realised there are more aspects to Roma 
life or culture that is hidden or lost, and that it is important to show these 
parts and facilitate social interaction between groups and within groups of 
people. It felt significant to display parts of Roma heritage and show that 
it is part of Swedish heritage since it has existed in Sweden for a long time. 
This developed into a project around jewellery. For Roma people jewellery 
has always been important, is has been their bank accounts. This means that 
jewellery has been melted down or sold when people “made a withdrawal” 
from their bank accounts.

Consequently, there are not that many pieces of Roma jewellery left. 
Research was made to find jewellery, and what was found was documented, 
and a book and an exhibition were produced. The pieces on display were 
often exceptional pieces, preserved because of their great significance. One 
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large gold belt was, for example, found at a pawnbroker. The pawnbrokers 
have been important to the Roma people for generations. They were places 
where you sold your jewellery or lent money on your jewellery when needed. 
Some pawnbrokers became trusted and respected by Roma families who 
used their services regularly, which meant that they occasionally also became 
places for safekeeping of jewellery. If the family were to travel away for some 
time, pieces of jewellery could be deposited at the pawnbroker, not to lend 
money for it, but to keep it safe. 

Naturally, the jewellery is not only about its weight in gold, but also about 
craft and symbols, and it tells stories about how people have moved around. 
Symbols and techniques for craft, and sometimes a known craftsman, give 
us stories of where jewellery was produced, and sometimes where things 
were added on to existing jewellery. The jewellery was not a finished piece, 
but an object which could be developed by new owners or increased wealth. 
This enables us to tell a story about how some Roma people had connections 
to Norway or Russia, and how they connected to society. Again, this gives 
clues which will help people make meaning of the Roma people’s heritage 
and history. 

When the book was released, and the exhibition opened, there was again a 
sense of pride. Roma people expressed how crucial it was that their cultural 
heritage was displayed as part of the region’s cultural heritage. This made 
them feel that they belong, and as discussed in the beginning a sense of 
socially belonging is vital to people’s wellbeing. 

CONCLUSION

Even if wellbeing can be observed in physical changes such as levels of blood 
pressure or hormones it can also be clearly observed or stated by the indi-
vidual’s own, subjective perception of how he or she feels. Initially, I asked 
if museums and other heritage organisations can contribute to wellbeing, 
and it seems clear from these examples that the museums’ efforts have truly 
changed people’s lives and certainly had a profound impact on their perceived 
wellbeing. However, we need to consider why this is the case. What kind 
of “key tools” does the heritage organisations need to keep in mind, when 
they want to work with these kinds of interventions? 

Nina Simon’s book The art of relevance (2016) has influenced many museum 
professionals by claiming that museums need to work closely together with 
the groups they are trying to reach in order to find out what they need 
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and thus be capable of lowering thresholds and be more accessible.25 All 
the above examples are following this thought of engaging people in the 
activities, trying to find the exact things that will increase their wellbeing. 
People with dementia are offered a multi-sensory experience with a large 
number of objects, scents, tastes, photos and sounds where each participant 
has the opportunity to find something he or she can relate to. The setting is 
friendly and is created to be an ordinary home rather than a museum which 
might be intimidating. Similarly the people recovering from mental health 
issues are welcomed to a wide range of options of what they can take part 
in, depending on their needs on that particular day. Also, the presentation 
of the Roma people is made in close cooperation with the Roma people 
themselves, but also for the local community, as well as touching upon a 
wide range of different areas of life. Being able to relate to something, to 
find an object, a story, an activity that connects to your own identity, to your 
own past experiences is essential in order to make sense of the situation and 
the world.26 The social interaction, which is an integral part of all the above 
examples, is also a trait mentioned by Weick as a part of the sense-making 
process, but also by Harris et al., as an aspect important for remembering.27 
Thus, it seems that working from the ambition that you should facilitate 
sense-making for the participants is a way to approach how to increase 
wellbeing. By trying to provide clues, settings which people can relate to 
through their lower level memories, opportunities for people to discuss and 
share impressions are all very important. However, I have mentioned Falk 
and Dierking, who work with people’s different motivations for visiting a 
museum, or for taking part in an activity provided by the museum. This 
adds another layer to the way we need to go about creating activities and 
programmes with a focus on wellbeing.  So, we could take a starting point 
in sense-making, making sure we cater for people’s needs to place what 
they see, do, and experience in their frame of reference formed by past 
experiences, connect to their identity, provide an opportunity for them to 
have social interaction and to make sense through their actions. We need 
to provide all sorts of clues to make sure all kinds of different people can 
find clues that speak to them. Adding the motivation aspects to this will 
help us think about the clues to provide and how to organise these clues. 

In conclusion, there are many different ways to create wellbeing, and there 

25 Nina Simon 2016
26 Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005; Greve & Schalesh 2015
27 Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005; Greve & Schalesh 2015; Harris et al 2011
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are many different groups to reach out to, in need of increased wellbeing. 
Museums and other heritage organisations are well equipped to work with 
this since they have the knowledge and the tangible prerequisites to adapt 
to people with all sorts of past experiences and needs. This might also help 
museums become more relevant to society. By focusing on wellbeing new 
groups of people can be reached and the museums can genuinely have a 
profound impact on people’s lives. Focusing on wellbeing will make the 
collections, exhibitions and other features of the museum even more rele-
vant to society and they will be useful to visitors in need of a place where 
they can contribute, be made visible, feel calm or sociable, learn, experience 
and feel better.
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Heritage belongs to everybody, so it seems only natural that museums should 
provide experiences with heritage for everybody. We who are working in 
museums know very well that it sounds so easy but in practical terms is very 
difficult. When we think seriously about it, we also realise that the main 
obstacle is our selves.

I believe that it will only be possible to reach people who are not the 
traditional museum guests if we develop appropriate activities for, with 
and by the specific groups. It is to my mind not realistic to claim that our 
museums provide for everybody with approximately the same means for 
everybody. However, the claim that the same methods work for everybody 
is too often heard in museums. Besides being a big disappointment, it is also 
unprofessional. It is in the same unprofessional league as the claim that was 
all too often heard before; that whatever pedagogical methods in museums 
worked for children also worked for adults. 

We need strategies and practices, which addresses the specific target groups 
we want to engage in our museums. To me, it is also a question of being 
honest about our target groups. In my museum – Jamtli in the middle of 
Sweden – we typically live on tourism in our region, which is vast geo-

MUSEUMS AND SOCIETY. 
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PRACTICES FOR 
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graphically but with few people living there. The region has the same size 
as Scotland or Denmark but in each of those two countries lives more 
than five million people compared with approximately one hundred thirty 
thousand in my region, and it has so far been difficult to establish a real 
substantial growth in numbers. Stimulating population growth is, there-
fore, one of the main strategic aims of our region as such and therefore is a 
crucial challenge for the museum. We carefully chose to interpret the need 
to stimulate population growth at large in a way, which make it possible 
for our museum to use our potential in ways that engage the community 
and contribute to the overall aim. That interpretation is, of course, a polit-
ical deal with our surroundings as well as an internal deal with the board, 
management, staff and volunteers. It takes time and can as Mark O’Neil 
has pointed out only be carried out by a firm conviction and belief in the 
potential of the museum (O’Neil 2007; 2017). Aiming at illustrating the 
importance of strategy and practice, I will give an overview of Jamtli’s work 
with non-European immigrants in our region. We carefully consider the 
guiding strategic aim of our region to attract more people to settle, work 
and live in our region.

STRATEGY

On a strategic level that has inspired the Jamtli Foundation to have the 
following perspective on this issue. As an independent foundation, we as a 
starting point need to balance several different perspectives on our own needs 
and potential. First, we want to attract as many people with a non-European 
background as possible to work in and to be reached by our museum. We 
believe that this will broaden our potential to grow by involving many people 
and their stories in our museum. We also believe that the process in-itself 
will enrich our current guests, staff, volunteers and partners. 

Secondly, we see intercultural dialogue as a strategic action for good busi-
ness in the future. In Sweden today, more than 22 per cent of the population 
has their roots outside Europe just one or two generations back. In 2030, 
a modest prognosis claims that the percentage will have risen to about 30 
per cent. 

If we at Jamtli do not deliver heritage-based experiences to this part of the 
population, somebody else will.  We want to secure as big a part as possible 
of that market for ourselves, and that is only possible if we strive to be rel-
evant for the target group here and now and establish mechanisms, which 
create a sense of ownership and belonging in the near future.
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With the above in steadily in our minds, we can then produce real practice. 
Below follows some examples.

PRACTICES RELATED TO EDUCATION – EXAMPLE

Jamtli Museum is both an indoor museum and an open-air museum. In 
the past 15 years, we have offered a pedagogical program for 15-16-year-old 
school children which we call “Refugee”. It is a role-play based four-hour 
long experience where all the pupils are given a role as refugees and inter-
acts with each other and our professional actors and pedagogical staff at 
the museum. The pupils follow a smuggler to Sweden and go through all 
the different phases, which also real refugees experience in Europe today. 

That means that within approximately four hours the children confront 
smugglers, interpreters, police, immigration services, volunteering aid work-
ers etcetera and are driven from hope to despair and back again. They are 
often mentally exhausted after the séance.

At the end of the program the “Immigration Service” tells the pupils if 
they are approved to stay in Sweden or not. At the moment, statistics of 
Sweden show that approximately half of the applications are approved at 
the initial application, so that is also how it looks in our program. That 
stimulates discussions among the pupils and their teachers coached by our 
pedagogical staff. The program is revised every year to be as accurate as 
possible on current the structure of refugees and administrative or political 
changes in policies.

About 95 per cent of the ninth grade school classes in our region participate 
in the program every year which means that approximately forty-five school 
classes attend every October month. It has become a classic pedagogical 
program in our museum and is much appreciated. Educational psychologists 
have shown that participation has a real impact on empathy in the pupils 
(Löfstrand & Zakrisson 2006).

From the perspective of Jamtli Museum, it has been essential to produce 
and deliver a pedagogical flagship on an issue which is complicated and as 
emotional as it is political and to work with young people in their politically 
formative years. That we have such a high rate of participation and that 
the schools today pay 90 per cent of the costs for this relatively expensive 
programme illustrates the success as well as the need.

PRACTICES RELATED TO GUESTS – EXAMPLE

We find it essential to be very clear about our stand on issues such as im-
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migration and xenophobia. That means that the indoor exhibitions and the 
guided tours developed for these as well as our living history experiences 
which we offer in the open air museum are seen as spaces and chances for 
the Jamtli Museum to stimulate thoughts and involve our guests.

We think that the most efficient method to reach our guests with our 
messages is to be upfront and transparent. That means that it is crucial for 
us to include surprises, which can be provocative to some guests. In our 
living history experiences, the “surprises” can be many different things, but 
we usually will include anti-xenophobic messages in our dialogues between 
our actors but also between actors and our guests. In the summer season, 
our museum offers living history which re-creates environments from the 
late 18th century, late 19th century, the middle of the 20th century and up 
to the 1970s. That creates the background to talk about arrival and life of 
different immigrant groups from these ages. That may be the Jewish popu-
lation by the end of the 19th century in the city of Östersund or Italian and 
Greek labour immigrants in the 1970s.

The main message to our guests is that immigration and meetings with 
different religions, cultures and nationalities is nothing new and that it 
has always been both challenging and enriching for the communities and 
individuals. In some of the environments, we from time to time experience 
real discussions with our guests as they question if our stories are “true”. As 
our actors are in their roles, such guests are directed to the management, 
and most often, the guests give in with surprise when confronted with the 
facts we provide.

Jamtli Museum also takes every opportunity to exploit chances, which 
suddenly is provided in the daily life of the practical museum business. It 
can be the very engaged reactions in media with an exhibition as we had 
some years ago. It was an exhibition, where we said that the people in our 
region with long family traces in our region were not different from other 
people in our country and that having traces in our region should not be 
confused with or used as an argument in being particularly proud of our 
region as that is the fuel for xenophobia and creates stimulate isolation. 
That led to an intense discussion in media.

It was also provocative when the museum refused to include a current 
quite famous Swedish artist in an exhibition on contemporary art as we 
realised that the artist was to participate as a keynote speaker in an anti-Islam 
conference in New York on 11th September. That was by some newspapers, 
artists and politicians perceived as very provocative by the museum as we 
in their perspective violated the right to free speech. 
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We find such active positioning of the museum significant and efficient 
in our efforts to reach the public, and if our positioning against xenophobia 
is part of the family dinner discussions or mentioned at lunches at working 
places, we are pleased.

PRACTICES RELATED TO STAFF AND VOLUNTEERS – EXAMPLE

Our museum is not only favoured to visit but also seems to be accessible 
to work in as our employees often stay onboard until retirement. That is of 
course in many ways perfect and much appreciated as it secures continuity 
and safe routines in daily work. It is however not so good if we want to be 
a mirror of the rapidly changing community around us. 

We, therefore, have arranged with the local and the regional employ-
ment authorities so that they know that we priorities to be a place where 
apprentices, people in work training and practitioners with non-European 
background are especially welcome.

As a result, besides the permanent employees of 120 staff we also steadily 
have about ten colleagues who mostly have not European background. 
They are working alongside and together with the staff and in reality, learn 
Swedish in the workplace at the same time as they work with all kinds of 
activities in the museum from traditional crafts and agriculture in the open 
air museum to assist in the reception, the shop and management. We are 
convinced that in due course, we will arrive at a point in our organisational 
development where we will see more massive proportions of the permanent 
staff with a non-European background and as members of our board.

We already see an interest among younger people with non-European back-
ground who contacts us and are volunteers in different initiatives. Typically, 
that will be related to specific events. We are aware that this development 
is seen in other museums too throughout Europe and is in many ways part 
of a process towards education or job (Hildebrand 2017). 

PRACTICES RELATED TO PARTNERS – EXAMPLE

The level of ambitions in our museum is high and higher than it is remotely 
possible for us to achieve everything if we work alone. We work closely with 
partners from business and NGOs. 

In the summer and autumn 2015, the so-called “refugee crisis” was on 
the top of the European agenda – so even in Sweden. A significant issue in 
our region was the lack of housing for immigrants, which was approved by 
the authorities to stay. 
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We took the opportunity to create Jamtli New Village at our museum 
with 17 small houses in close collaboration with one of our main partners 
the Östersund Housing Company and with the local authority Östersunds 
Municipality. We began the process for construction in February 2016 and 
the first families with refugee background moved in to their new homes 
at the museum in January 2017 and by February 2018 all 17 houses were 
ready and we have today a little more than 40 people living in our village 
– almost all with recent refugee background from Somalia, Afghanistan, 
Eritrea and Syria.

A reasonable question is of course why we have done this. Is it the aim of 
a museum to fix housing for immigrants? Well! We see this action as an 
investment in several ways. 

• First, we – as an organisation shaped to advocate humanistic values – 
find it natural to take the chance to show what we stand for and with 
an investment of such magnitude and originality get the publicity, 
which helps us spread our values more than standard museum practice.

• Secondly, we get the chance to create real intercultural dialogue during 
the years we have the immigrants living with us. Our “Jamtli-deal” 
with the families is about mutual development through exchanging 
comfort and competences.

• Thirdly, in ten years’ time, Jamtlis’ New Village – when the contract 
with the local authorities expires and the annual rent income has 
paid our loan back to the bank – will be an excellent possibility for 
the museum to provide accommodation for young families who can 
enjoy the experiences of our big museum for several days.

Therefore, the investment is both in soft values and in commercial poten-
tial with Jamtli New Village (Zipsane 2016; 2017). That construction of 
investments the key for us behind real substantial collaboration with col-
laborates in business life and NGOs. At Jamtli New Village, we have after 
the houses were ready and people moved in active collaboration with the 
housing company through their engagement in social integration and with 
a local NGO, which is dedicated to helping people to settle. 

I hope the above illustrates how the Jamtli Foundation is trying to have 
a clear relation between a strategic aim and specific practices to stimulate 
population growth by opening our community to the world outside.
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When speaking about social inclusion and cultural heritage, there are two 
ways to approach the subject: from inside out and from outside in. From 
inside out, meaning social inclusion in the collections: when all kinds of 
voices, stories and groups of people are represented in the heritage itself, 
and from outside in, meaning the public, the users, the audience or the 
visitors: that the cultural heritage reaches out to as many and diverse groups 
of people as possible. These two approaches have their specific challenges. 
In this article, I will reflect on what social inclusion actually can mean in 
these two cases.

LOOKING AT THE COLLECTIONS FROM AN INCLUSIVE APPROACH

“Archives are, in fact and in reality, the essential evidence of our 
society. It is absolutely critical that an even and representative ar-
chival record first survives and then is made available to any and 
all possible users.” 

(Kathleen D. Roe 2016, p. 7)

WHOSE ARCHIVES?  
FROM INSIDE OUT AND 

FROM OUTSIDE IN.  
SOME ASPECTS OF  

SOCIAL INCLUSION
NELLY LAITINEN
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FINLAND 100 – A YEAR OF SELF-REFLECTION 

In the year 2017, when Finland was celebrating its 100 years of independ-
ence, there was a breeding ground for a range of self-reflective and analytic 
questions, for example: what does the Finnish society look like today? Why 
does it look like this, and how did it become like this? How has it developed 
or changed during these one hundred years? What is the ultimate meaning 
of being Finnish – and who is included? Whose history do we tell, learn or 
teach? What is our relationship to other countries and cultures, to the rest 
of Europe, to EU and immigrants?

From the particular point of view of an archivist, it is logical to continue 
with reflections on the collections for example whose voice is heard through 
the archives? Whose history do we preserve? 

THE CIVIL WAR IN 1918

Finland´s path as an independent country started dramatically in January 
1918, with a civil war. There were two opposite parties: the “white” con-
servatives and the “red” socialists. They had a very different opinion on how 

– and by whom – the country was to reign after it is breakaway from Russia. 
The red side wanted better conditions for the working class and sympathised 
with the ongoing Russian revolution. The white side wanted to cut all the 
bonds to Russia and dissociated themselves from the revolutionary streams. 
A conflict that in the end killed 38 000 people was at hand.

The war engaged about 100 000 men on each side; the red troops were 
supported by Russians and the white side by Germans and Swedes. When 
15 000 trained German soldiers arrived in April, the war came to an end just 
one and a half month later in favour of the white side. By the end of the war, 
there were up to 80 000 red war prisoners – among them also women and 
children. They were kept in poor conditions in large prison camps all over 
the country. During summer 1918, about 14 000 people died of starvation, 
illnesses, weakness and violence in these camps. The bodies were buried in 
anonymous mass graves.

 For decades, the civil war was the winners' war. The “white” version of 
the happenings was the one that was officially taught in school and 16th 
of May, the day when the white victory parade marched through Helsinki, 
was glamorously celebrated as a national celebration day for two decades. 
As late as in the '60s this one-sided version of our history was beginning 
to be questioned; what about the red side? What about the thousands of 
victims in the mass graves? Should they not be remembered in any way, 
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why were there no memorials at all for these people? What about the prison 
camps that no one in school ever heard of, although a former camp area 
could be situated only a few kilometres away from the school? Apparently, 
from an inclusive perspective, there was a huge missing piece.

1918. I WAS THERE. THE POLYPHONY OF THE PEOPLE AND THE ARCHIVES

From the ’60s on, things have luckily gradually changed. Nowadays the civil 
war is presented in schools as the national tragedy it was – a tragedy that 
split not only the people but also families apart. One hundred years is not a 
very long time, after all, and the political values that defined a family back in 
1918 can still be present in elderly people's speech. The mental heritage still 
colours family history. We can still see gun holes in the buildings of Helsinki. 
As a part of the national celebration programme Finland 100, The Soci-
ety of Swedish Literature in Finland (SLS), together with The Finnish 

Image 1 Red prisoners on the market square in Tampere in April 1918 
Source: SLS archives
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Literature Society (FLS), have published a bilingual (Finnish-Swedish) 
resource for schools: 1918. Minä olin siellä. Jag var där (the translation 
would be 1918. I was there, SLS&FLS 2017) based on documents on the 
Finnish Civil War in 1918. The primary purpose is to give a diversified 
and polyphonic picture of the civil war, with representatives from both 
sides, of different age and sex, civilians and soldiers, and in both national 
languages, Finnish and Swedish. The bi-linguistic approach has an explic-
itly inclusive agenda towards the Swedish-speaking minority1 as a part of 
the Finnish people. It is important to remember that documents, written 
in Swedish, form an essential part of the national Finnish literary heritage.    
As one of the chief editors, I must say it was an exciting experience to work 
with the book; during the search for suitable documents and pictures, we 
noticed that it was more challenging to find stuff concerning the red side 
than concerning the white. Was it surprising? Not really, but it was an 
eye-opening experience. What could the reasons be? There are at least three 
reasons. 

The most obvious is that heritage, unfortunately, reflects the winner’s 
history. It is a matter of purposeful including and excluding – documents 
from the red side have most likely been determinately destroyed, which is, 
of course, a sad thing to notice. 

Secondly, both SLS and SFL are scholarly societies, established to preserve 
the national literary heritage in both languages. The collections of SLS and 
SFL might reflect the academic background of the societies.  

The third reason is the fact that the red side mostly consisted of working 
class people, which must have influenced the production of documents. 
The working class did not write down their memories or experiences as 
much as the educated class. There is, quite simply, less heritage. 

Thanks to the co-operation with some other archives and museums2, 
we still found what we needed and could achieve the polyphony we had 
aimed at.

Other aims were to bring out the individual’s experience of war, to show 

1 6 % of the people in Finland speak Swedish as their mother tongue. Finland 
was a part of Sweden during 700 years, which is the historical reason to the 
existence of a Swedish-speaking minority in Finland. SLS archives collects, 
preserves and provides knowledge about the Finland-Swedish minority culture.

2 National Archives of Finland, The local archives of Pojo/Pohja, Tampere Mu-
seums, Helsinki City Museum, The Finnish Labour archives (Työväen arkisto), 
The Finnish Labour Museum Werstas, The People´s Archives (Kansan arkisto), 
Brages pressarkiv, National Board of Antiquities (Museiverket/Museovirasto)
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how war affects society and daily life and thus to increase the understanding 
of, and empathy for, people who flee their countries due to war. 
 
STORIES AND ON SOURCE CRITICISM 

The focus lies on people’s stories and source criticism. Diaries, letters, pho-
tographs, drawings and eyewitness accounts – as well as newspaper clips, 
different kinds of certificates, posters an so forth – give a unique insight 
into the everyday life of wartime. In order to be able to help the pupils 
with the reading and understanding of the sources, there are fundamental 
questions on identification: What type of document is it? Who produced 
it? When was it produced? There are also questions on understanding and 
interpretation: What points or arguments are made in the source? What 
values or attitudes does the source reflect? How reliable is the source? Does 
the source express any kind of feelings? Besides, there are addressed some 

Image 2 A NATIONAL GIFT TO SCHOOLS. Twenty-five copies of 1918. Minä 
olin siellä – Jag var där (1918. I was there) has been sent as a gift to 
all compulsory and upper secondary schools in Finland due to the 
celebration of Finland 100 
Source: The book is available online at 1918.sls.fi and 1918.finlit.fi.
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reflective questions to the reader about his or her own time, for example, 
what kind of feelings affect you in the source? Can you imagine this hap-
pening today? Does it happen somewhere in the world today? What would 
you have done in this situation?

Kate Theimer has proposed a new mission for archives that goes beyond 
just documenting and collecting evidence, formulated like this: “Archives 
add value to people´s lives by increasing their understanding and appre-
ciation of the past.”3 I think it is highly important to connect the past to 
the present, from “them and then” to “me, here and now”, to achieve this 
understanding. People experience the world in the same way despite time 
and place; we feel hunger, fear, pain, sadness, hatred, happiness, relief. 
We enjoy the sun, appreciate something good to eat and a warm and safe 
place to sleep. The senses of experiencing the world do not change, only 
circumstances do, and that is the way to understand history with the 
heart: by sharing the experience over time and place of being a feeling 
and thinking human. 

INCLUDING SEXUAL MINORITIES

Another project with a robust, inclusive agenda that also relates to the 
celebration of Finland 100 has been the collecting of queer archives and 
memories with the aim of raising awareness on the history of sexual and 
gender minorities (LGBTIQ) as part of the national narrative of an inde-
pendent Finland. The project collects new information about the everyday 
life and history of LGBTIQ minorities and highlights current art and cul-
ture produced with a queer perspective. It is important to remember that 
this is not only a project with the aim to collect and preserve the history of 
sexual minorities – it documents and reflects, as well, the attitudes of the 
majority towards non-normative ways of living. For instance, homosexuality 
was considered a crime in Finland until 1971. This project looks at queer 
history including society as a whole; it does not look at the sexual minorities 
as separate communities.  

The project Finland 100 – In the Colours of the Rainbow (my translation) 
is a Co-operation project with the organisations Culture for all and Seta 
– LGBTI Rights in Finland, the latter working for a society of equality and 
individual welfare that includes everyone regardless of sexual orientation, 
gender identity or gender expression.

3 Theimer (2014) 8/25
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FROM OUTSIDE IN: THE USERS, THE AUDIENCE AND THE VISITORS

ARCHIVES FOR WHOM?

As an archivist with fifteen years of work experience, I can agree with all 
of Kate Theimers observations on the changes in the archival field towards 

“Archives 2.0” (From introvert towards open, from opaque towards trans-
parency, from record-centred work towards user-centred thinking, from 
technology-phobia towards technology-savvy archivists, from traditional 
to innovative thinking and from authoritative gate-keeping towards facil-
itating work etc.) 4

At the beginning of the millennium, the archivist´s work had mainly to do 

4 Theimer (ed. 2011) 335

Image 3 Within the national project of Finland 100 – In the Colours of the 
Rainbow, a pack of memory cards was produced to inspire LG-
BTI-persons to remember different situations in their past, like 
military service, sports situations or the Pride parade 
Source: Nelly Laitinen
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with preservation and registration, and the typical visitor was a middle-aged 
male genealogist. The archivist was mainly a provider of raw materials. To 
speak with Kate Theimer again: “The way that most people got access to 
the contents of archives were via the finished products created by scholars – 
through books, articles, television shows, documentaries, etc. […] archives 
collected a scare resource, processed and refined it, and made it available to 
an elite group of customers with little to no marketing or outreach. That 
model worked back in the 20th century, but I think we all agree that it does 
not work today.”5 

During fifteen years, there has also occurred an apparent change in the 
audience, thanks to the changes in the mission of the archives.

Today, the archives thrive on being an open space for everybody and the 
archivist is like a history guide that shows, tells and inspires. As a social 
and cultural institution, the archives want to be as useful as possible for 
as many target groups as possible and has a much wider range of services 
for different groups of customers and visitors. The digital services we have 
today did not exist fifteen years ago. Today, the field of education is a sig-
nificant field for co-operation; we warmly welcome student groups and 
guide them through the collections and databases, we produce educative 
resources for schools, we approach teachers, lecturers and researchers. We 
have a much more comprehensive public profile and enormous visibility 
compared to fifteen years ago; through digital exhibitions and open access 
we reach out to thousands of people – per day. We have the whole world of 
social media with blogs, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and so forth. The 
webpage has been re-designed to be more custom-oriented and even the 
SLS buildings in Helsinki and Vaasa, where we have our collections and 
reading rooms, have been renovated and re-built to better respond to the 
new image of openness, efficiency, modernity and accessibility. We want 
to be an open, inclusive room for meaningful, social activities and arrange 
not only scientific courses of lectures but also more informal gatherings for 
chatting and remembering together. We address many groups of people of 
different ages, from schoolchildren to seniors. Especially schoolchildren 
have become, during these fifteen years, a high priority target group for 
public archival work.

5 Theimer (2014) 3/25
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Image 5 An informal gathering at SLS 
archives in Helsinki. The hap-
pening was open for everybody 
interested in remembering and 
discussing Christmas food, recipes 
and traditions in Swedish. 
Source: Nelly Laitinen

Image 4 Schoolchildren in 8th grade work-
ing with the educational resource 
Krigets barn (The Children of War), 
which schools can lend for free.
Source: Nelly Laitinen

Image 6 Researchers are sitting in the read-
ing room at SLS archives, Helsinki.
Source: Janne Rentola
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THE BLIND SPOT

It is easy to be dazzled by all the various activities an archives can initiate 
or be involved in but do we address society as a whole? Have we succeeded 
in including everybody? When we try to figure out if there are any specific 
groups of people, we for some reason fail to involve in the archival activities, 
we might think of refugees or other immigrants or minorities. 

I had a conversation with a taxi driver who drove me to the airport after 
visiting an archive in Sweden. He was an immigrant and asked me what I 
was doing in Sweden. I told him I had visited an archive, and that I worked 
in one myself. “What is in there? For whom is it? What do you do there? 
Does it cost?” It was clear that this was an unfamiliar world for him, and 
that he would never go to an archive by himself. 

I first thought the taxi driver did not know what an archive was because 
he was an immigrant, but that is of course not the case. Later on, I changed 
my mind and thought it might have been because he was a taxi driver. 
However, there are, of course, many educated taxi drivers that would have 
known what an archive is. It was because of his lack of knowledge, which 
had to do with his education, and that is the departure of our work. An 
archive cannot be an inclusive place for someone who feels outside to start 
with, who do not feel included in the activities going on there and does not 
enjoy – or does not know how to enjoy – doing them. This is indeed not 
because of the nature of the collections – which include all kinds of social 
classes and people – but because archives still are a strange place to go to 
for a wide range of people. 

The visitors in an archive are mainly people from an academic or edu-
cated, middle-class background. They read and write for work or fun, they 
research at universities, at school or on their own spare time, they look for 
data and are used to computers, and they visit other heritage institutions 
like libraries or museums. 

The blind spot is the full range of non-academic adult people with work-
ing-class backgrounds; taxi drivers, mechanics, hairdressers, security guards, 
construction workers, cleaners. Those who do not feel comfortable in an 
archive because they never went to one, who do not know what an archive 
is relevant for – if you are even allowed to go there – and who do not read 
or write for fun. There is no other obstacle in the way other than education 

– and, evidently, a different lifestyle, which also means a different comfort 
zone. If you feel out of place and uncomfortable, you do not feel included.

With education comes knowledge – with knowledge comes participation, 
and with participation comes inclusion. The non-academic adult people with 
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working-class backgrounds are difficult to reach, but it is possible to work 
on the education and knowledge part. To prevent the lack of knowledge in 
the future, I would say our most important target group is within primary 
education: at school. If every schoolchild learns about archives – what they 
are, what they do, what they are good for and for whom they exist – they 
will also see themselves as (at least potentially) included in the public that 
the archives address. They will know that archives are free, public and open 
places for everybody and that they preserve a common cultural heritage 
that also belongs to everybody. It does not necessarily mean that every 
schoolkid in the future is going to visit an archive, but at least they have 
the knowledge, they know that they can go there if they want or need to, 
and that is a good start.   

Unfortunately, schools do not automatically teach their pupils about 
archives. Schools visit libraries and museums but very seldom (or never) 
archives. This has to do with the fact that libraries and museums nowadays 
provide services that go far beyond just making the collections of books or 
objects available. Museums offer fun experiences like time machines; the 
libraries offer open public spaces where you can sit and chill, charge your 
cell phone, play computer games, listen to music, surf on the web and so 
forth. According to Kate Theimer, the archives should consider a similar 
change of image: “Just as many libraries have moved from being thought of 
as being book-focused, I think archives need to change their image as well.”6 

Being useful and relevant for schools must be included in the archival 
mission. It does not necessarily mean that the physical space in an archive 
is the only possible arena for archival activities; the work with documents 
can also take place in the classroom. It is easy to produce and distribute 
digital copies. The archives have to offer something useful – produce useful 
resources and market them efficiently.

A dialogue between archivists and teachers is needed for a start. The 
archivists must approach the teachers, to ask them what they need, want 
or lack. The curriculums for compulsory education can be a useful starting 
point for discussion and co-operation. Moreover, and not to be forgotten, 
the archives need to have the financial, technical and personal resources to 
produce these educational resources. 

To lend the words of Randall C. Jimerson: “The starting point […] should be 
a reanalysis of the societal purposes of archives and the needs they meet for people 
of all backgrounds and social groupings.[…] If people do not know what archives 

6 Theimer (2014) 10/25
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are, or what they do, it is simply because archivists have not touched their lives in 
any meaningful way”.7 We can touch people’s lives in a meaningful way – we 
have a houseful of amazing stories with the extra thrilling kick of being all true! 

CONCLUSION

In order to be able to analyse the collections, there are, and will probably 
always be, groups of people who do not find themselves represented in the 
heritage collections. We should emphasise this matter and purposefully seek 
for the unheard voices and versions. In the particular case of the Finnish 
civil war, the lack of “red heritage” actually is a class question. The working 
class voices are not as included in the heritage as the middle and upper 
classes. There is unfortunatly more documentation about the winning side, 
for reasons I have explained in the article.

When looking at the audience, or the visitors, we can note that people 
who lack knowledge about archives – or who lack a higher education, 
which in this case also involves a class aspect that, again, excludes the 
working class – do not go to archives. The class aspect is difficult to deal 
with, but we can certainly work on the knowledge part. Someone who 
does not know what an archive is never going to an archive – and can 
never feel included either. To prevent this, we must work together with 
the primary education at school, to reach the next generations in an early 
stage. The feeling of inclusion comes only through knowledge and practice. 
We must address teachers, produce useful resources and market them in 
a way that exposes the uniqueness of the archives. Archives offer a superb 
chance to practice source criticism, to interpret and understand history, 
to form a bigger picture of small pieces, and to show the individual´s 
experience of historical happenings. We must aim at making archives as 
known as libraries and museums for schoolchildren because knowledge 
and participation is the key to inclusion.

7 Theimer (ed.) (2011) pp. 306-308 
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museum development in Museene i Sør-Trøndelag (MiST), Norway. 
Her main focus is on creating relevant museum practices and making 
museums accessible for all. 

ANN SIRI HEGSETH GARBERG, MA in History, works as a senior ad-
visor for collection management and care in Museene i Sør-Trøndelag 
(MiST), Norway. She is involved in several European projects focusing 
on learning and museum development, and former educator, curator 
and head of learning, exhibition and public relations and head of the 
cultural heritage department at Sverresborg, Trøndelag Folkemuseum, 
Norway for more than 25 years.

ANNI RISSANEN, MA in Folklore Studies, has worked in several mu-
seums in Finland as a museum educator, a curator of exhibitions and 
a communication manager. 2017–2018 she worked in the Finnish 
Labour Museum Werstas managing two projects involving volunteers. 
For the time being, she works in the Provincial Museum of South Os-
trobothnia as a curator of exhibitions.
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ANNA HANSEN, PhD in History form Uppsala University, Sweden. 
She is Director of The Regional Museum of Skane, and, among other 
things, guest lecturer in museum studies at Lund’s University, Sweden 
and part of the programme council for history at Malmö University, 
Sweden.  She has expertise within the fields of heritage learning, out-
reach and evaluations and has managed several large international 
projects on these topics.

NELLY LAITINEN, MA in Arts, and senior archivist at the Society of 
Swedish Literature in Finland (SLS). She is currently working with out-
reach initiatives and the production of educational resources for the 
elementary schools in Finland. She is the co-editor of two books for 
educational use: “1918 – Jag var där” (SLS 2017) and “Krigets barn” 
(SLS 2013), both books are based on wartime primary sources. She is 
also the co-editor of the book: “Ögonblick och evighet – kulturskatter 
i Svenska litteratursällskapets arkiv och bibliotek” (SLS 2010), which 
presents some of the gems in the collections of SLS.
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