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Community Engagement
And Museums In Ghana
by Dr. Dickson Adom
Museums in Ghana
are storehouses of
knowledge; spaces
that can represent
communities, allowing
us to hear—and reflect
on—our history and
cultural heritage while
charting a path for our
future. Museums can
foster community pride
and a sense of belonging
in the cultural identity
of a people (Scott 2017).
They offer narratives not just of
the colonial past, but also serve as
important education spaces within
which ideas on nation-building can
be created and shared (ANO Ghana
2019).

Unfortunately, there is
continual waning of interest
from communities because of
their inability to access many
of the museums, and because of
the disjoint in the activities and
management of the museums and
the absence of active community
engagement. These are thwarting
the realisation of the expected
community patronage of museums
in Ghana.
And yet, “everyone has the right
to freely participate in the cultural
life of the community, to enjoy the
arts and to share in its scientific
advancement and benefits”,
according to the 1948 United
Nations Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, Article 27.
In this spirit, the development
and implementation of wellplanned community engagement
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programmes is essential to making
museum’s collections more
accessible and to creating a sense of
ownership amongst every faction of
the Ghanaian public.
To achieve this, we must answer
two important questions: What
do we mean by community and
its engagement in the context of
museums in Ghana? And how can
the museums in Ghana effectively
engage communities—and create
actual community ownership in
their management, administration
and activities?

Redefining
Community
and Community
Engagement in
the Context of
Museums in Ghana
The description of community
is relatively complex and lends
itself to many definitions (Douglas
2010). The term ‘community’ is
largely used to refer to people in
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Museums are repositories of the
cultural heritage of Ghana; they
enhance heritage tourism (Preko
2020), positively impacting the
revenue of the tourism industry in

the country. Due to Ghana’s rich
history and deep cultural heritage,
as well as its wealth of artefacts and
exhibitions, its museums have the
potential to attract a large number
of visitors.
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In the specific context of
community engagement by
museums in Ghana, a better
definition derives from the
systems theory: an amalgamation
of different communities or subcommunities within the larger and
all-inclusive national community
that collectively work at achieving
the overarching community goals
(Matarrita-Cascante & Brennan
2011). The linking together of the
members in each of the sub-groups
could be based on geography or
interest; requiring a shared common
social identity or interest that
engenders a kind of connection or
solidarity (Kenny 2011; Douglas
2010; George et al. 2015).

Based on this understanding, the
working definition adopted by
the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention (1997: 9) for community
engagement is appropriate: “the
process of working collaboratively
with and through groups of people
affiliated by geographic proximity,
special interest, or similar situations
to address issues affecting the wellbeing of those people”.
Effective engagement calls for the
active involvement in, and fair
representation of, the diverse subcommunities within the Ghanaian
public in the programming
of museums (Morse & Munro
2018). Meaningful engagement
in museum activities is where
all factions of the community
‘sincerely and genuinely’ feel
a part of the decision-making
processes (Visser 2018) from its
conceptualisation, planning,
implementation and evaluation
stages (Kreps 2020). This
engagement must be genuine,
meaningful and purposeful and not
just a ‘tick the box’ activity to fulfill
the museum project’s planning
requirement (Adamson & Bromiley
2013). Such tokenistic means
of information sharing are not
considered as engagement within
this context (Glandon et al. 2017).
Also, for engagement to be effective,
communities must not be coerced
but allowed to voluntarily decide
to participate in the museum
activities (Linden 2002). This allinclusive, purposeful and willing
engagement is part of the current
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

debate in museum management
internationally (Larbi 2008).
Community engagement was
the main theme addressed in the
sessions during the 2014 Annual
Meeting of the Western Museums
Association, (Wilmoth 2014), while
its relevance was the key theme for
the first African museum session
at the 2018 Museums Association
Conference and Exhibition
organised by the International
Council of Museums (ICOM),
United Kingdom (Brown 2019),
during which issues of engaging
more diverse audiences and building
partnerships with communities
were discussed. Likewise, the
abounding museological literature
has fuelled the debate of building
relationships between museums and
communities (Watson 2007). These
academic forums and scholarly
debates underscore the need for
museums to more meaningfully
factor in community engagement as
part of the institutions’ activities.
It must be noted that a symbiotic
relationship has always existed
between communities and
museums. Building on this
for deeper engagement, the
museums should link up with the
communities and incorporate the
voices of the Ghanaian people to
create ownership of the museums
(Adom 2019). This is based on the
principle that everyone in the larger
community possesses the inherent
capabilities of social transformation
(Walker 2014). It is the democratic
principle that bridges the gap
between museum professionals
or experts and the communities,
allowing for ‘thicker’ participation
(Shaw & Crowther 2017) as well as
the valuing and incorporation of
the knowledge of the diverse groups
into the museums’ projects (Kreps
2020). It holds the promise of better
and more sustainable decisions
regarding the museums in Ghana
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Bearing this in mind, for
effective engagement in Ghana’s
museums, the understanding of
community must be all-inclusive,
amalgamating the diverse subgroups (Christens & Zeldin 2016) in
the larger Ghanaian community as
a result of place or social identity
as well as shared interests. Each
of the sub-communities (local,
urban, educational, professional
or work, civil, religious, elite,
informal, minority, diaspora, etc.)
has an affinity and is an essential
stakeholder. As such, it must be
actively engaged in the museums’
projects. Gathering the different
sets of lived experiences, knowledge,
and skills (Goel 2014) of all the
factions in the larger Ghanaian
community through a well-planned
partnership—as well as dialogue

programmes for museums from
their conception and planning
stages to their implementation
stages–will result in richer and
better-applicable ideas, or increased
social capital that can be applied
in the real-life context (Peters et al.
2013; Walker 2014).
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the same geographical proximity
(Glandon et al. 2017; McCabe et al.
2006). However, this place-based
description is skewed in the context
of community engagement. Goel
(2014) asserts that the definition
must be broadened in its scope,
especially in engagement schemes
designed to include interest-based
sub-groups.
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When the diverse communities in
Ghana are effectively engaged, they
are more dedicated to the outcome
of the museum activities. Both their
capacities to implement change and
a sustainable museum-community
partnership are developed (Walker
2014). Therefore, for museums to
remain relevant in modern societies,
active community engagement
aimed at building actual ownership
(and not just a sense of it) is a
prerequisite (Stroja 2018; McCabe et
al. 2006).

Community as
Governance: Active
Stakeholders in the
Decision-Making
and Implementation
Processes of the
Museums in Ghana
This section presents a discussion
of engagement strategies for
museums that can be implemented
in Ghana to enhance the capacity
for ownership among the citizenry.
Museums are spaces of the cultural
heritage of a place defined by
communities. As such, museums
need to partner with them; working
closely with them to create active
involvement in the institution’s
activities, while tailoring those
activities to the communities’ needs.

The Framework Convention on
the Value of Cultural Heritage for
Society (Faro Convention) posits
that community members must be
involved in the process of defining
and managing cultural heritage
(Sani 2012). Ferguson and Renner
(2019) suggest the sharing of the
curatorial authority of museums
with the communities they serve.
This epitomises the recent concept
of ‘community as governance’
(McCabe et al. 2006), whereby the
managerial powers of museums are
extended. This step promotes local
ownership of museums, which is
required for their sustenance and
continual maintenance. It empowers
the community members to take up
leadership roles in the acquisition of
more cultural objects, encouraging
high-level participation and greater
enthusiasm toward museums.
The active engagement of
communities that ensures their fair
representation in the management
of museums has led to the success
in maintaining the National
Museum of Mali (Ravenhill
1994). Meanwhile, in the SekondiTakoradi exhibition project, which
aimed at establishing a community
museum, Larbi (2008: 107) realised
that the continuity of the interest
in the project depended on the
active engagement of community
members, thus ensuring their fair
representation in the management
committee: “traditional chiefs,
members of the Optimal club,
descendants of prominent
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

merchants, traders, craftsmen,
fishermen, youth, professionals,
academics, politicians”. This allinclusiveness empowers the people
to manage the local museum
jealously and with great vigilance
(Nelson & Chomitz 2011)–their
cultural pride–while linking its
programmes to the needs of the
people (Craig 1995).

Formation of
Museum Alliances
with SubCommunities in
Ghanaian Society
Alliances must be forged between
the museum professionals and
local groups, as well as social
service agencies and voluntary
organisations that operate within
the communities in Ghana.
Arguably, a museum culture
among a people is realised through
active engagement with the local
and urban communities as well as
professional, technical, commercial,
social and educational bodies.
This helps “to develop plausible
representations and narratives”
(Larbi 2008: 105), which are required
when building the interests of all
factions in the community into
the construction of museums as
centres of cultural heritage and
learning. After all, a functional
museum must be able to reflect the
needs and interests of its audience;
primarily, the community whose
culture is represented (Scott
2017). A major step in ensuring
diversity and inclusivity of
all the sub-communities is
identifying and partnering with
existing organisations (such as
local community groups and
civic organisations, faith-based
organisations, professional
organisations, interest-based
organisations, educational
institutions, government-based
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Community engagement in the
museums’ management and
administration should surpass the
usual information sharing and
consultation stages, and extend
to allowing these groups to be
stakeholders in the decision-making
and implementation processes of
the agreed decisions (Paul 2010).

The lifeblood of a museum is
the community that owns the
cultural heritage represented. All
the diverse sub-groups within the
larger national community are
stakeholders in developmental
issues, and as such, projects that
ignore their fair representation
and active engagement are rarely
successful (Adom 2017).
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(Breuer 2002). Also, it has the great
potential of enhancing museums’
attractions to Ghana’s plural
audiences, becoming a museum
without walls (Black 2012).
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Embarking on
Community-Owned
Museum Projects:
Collaborative
Community
Collecting Projects
and MuseumCommunity
Interpretative Lens
Projects
Collaboration is an important
ingredient of any efficient
engagement process (Stroja 2018).
The forging of museum-community
collaborations in Ghana would help
the museums in gaining a wealth
of knowledge from its community
members (Ferguson & Renner 2019).

The Manchester Museum has
a project called the ‘Collective
Conversations’ where curators
and museum experts meet with
communities to debate and reexamine the interpretations of
the museum collections (Sankar
2005; Sani 2012; Walker 2014).
This approach, which I refer
to as ‘museum-community
interpretative lens’, increases the
understanding of the historical
narratives of the museum
collections.
Stroja (2018) noted similar benefits
in a project called ‘Ormiston House
Oral History Project’ at the Historic
Ormiston House in Australia.
Museum experts, community
members and visitors were engaged
in a collective discourse to enhance
and broaden the interpretations of
the collections through lectures,
talks, presentations, displays and
community forum discussions.
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

As a result, the community
members and visitors to the historic
museum have been able to develop
personal connections with the
larger narrative of place identity
history. Similarly, Morse and
Munro (2018) assert that museums
that have engaged in communityowned projects have noticed high
community interest and ownership
in the museums’ activities.
For the museums in Ghana to
be able to effectively utilise
community-owned projects as part
of broader engagement strategies,
open-space workshops should
be organised whereby museum
professionals serve as facilitators,
leading discussions that would help
tap into the wealth of historical and
cultural knowledge of the museum
collections. Participants sit in a
circular seating format in a flexible
and informal setting while ensuring
that proceedings are recorded and
properly reported (Owen 2008).

CommunityBased Museum
Educational
Activities and CoCurated Exhibitions
Relationships can be forged
through well-planned educational
activities within the framework of
museum exhibition developments
(Ferguson & Renner 2019), whereby
community members are involved
in the planning and mounting of
exhibitions through co-curating.
The tactful use of design charrettes–
short, collaborative meetings in
which people work in groups to
engage in the collective planning
and design of exhibitions–can result
in high community interest and
ownership. Pictorial representations
of diverse ideas (Smith 2012) could
be shared to help community
members attending discussion
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In developing a local museum
aimed at narrating the history
of Woking town in Greater
London, Scott (2017) noted that
the extensive engagement of the
professional staff with the local
people bolstered their enthusiasm
toward the project. Their core
objective was not ‘doing to’ but
rather ‘doing with’. This allowed
members of the community to
willingly share in-depth historical
knowledge associated with the
cultural heritage sites and their
collections. Such people, especially
the old sages, are repositories of the
cultural and historical indigenous
knowledge of the place and material
identities of a people (Adom 2016)
often represented in museums.
They bring their memories to bear
(Adom 2019), creating the bank of
indigenous knowledge required of
museums as centres for learning
about rich cultural heritage.
Museums set up with the active
engagement of communities are
seen by their people as communityowned because they reflect their
ideas and values (Visser 2018).

One important project is that of
collaborative collecting (Morse
& Munro 2018); the museum
teams up with the community to
collect objects of historical and
cultural interests. Traditionally,
the interpretation of the museum
collections has been the task of
museum professionals and curators,
often described as an “institutionled historiographical approach”
(Stroja 2018). However, for deeper
engagement, the construction
of narratives of the collected
objects should be carried out from
an intercultural and culturally
inclusive perspective, considering
the voices of all communities.
Viewpoints must be garnered
from persons and groups who are
well-versed and knowledgeable in
tracing the origins, functions and
significance of the objects in relation
to the historical place identity of the
people.
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organisations, etc).
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Such museum exhibition
programmes are used as platforms
to educate and socially interact with
diverse groups within communities.
Museums can serve as social and
cultural spaces through updates
about the activities and the
cultural exhibits of the museums,
and about the significant roles
each person can play in helping
achieve the institution’s planned
objectives. This education would
gradually develop the interests of
communities toward patronising
museums as centres of learning
about their cultural heritage.
Great efforts must be put into the
broadcasting of the exhibition
programme within the community.
The tactful use of local information
routes (McCabe et al. 2006) such as
communal meeting venues, market
centres, local radio stations and all
other viable means of reaching the
larger audience must be used to the
maximum. Moreover, community
events such as festivals (Adom 2017),
as well as national and religious
events could be targeted as avenues
for carrying out museum activities
since they are fertile grounds for
reaching a broad audience.

Formation of
Community
Advisory Boards for
Museums in Ghana
The formation of community
advisory boards for local museums
is an innovative way of actively
engaging people. These boards are
usually tasked by the museum
management board with suggesting
and advising on the activities the
museums might initiate in order to
attract members of the community.
This strategy is worthwhile
because it reliably engages with
the interests, needs and challenges
of the community during the
planning and execution of museum
activities.
This serves as an important thread
that deeply integrates museums
into community life and learning
(Stroja 2018). The museums could
draw programmes targeted at
offering insights to communities on
how to attend to their challenges,
such as unemployment and crime,
from the narratives of the past that
are embedded in the indispensable
traditional knowledge of the people
(Tlili 2012).

Community Funding
Projects for
Museums in Ghana
Opening up community funding
opportunities for individuals
and groups in Ghana is a way of
engaging them. Solicitation of
such funding at the local, district
and national levels to support the
museum’s activities is a way of
building connections.
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

Formation of
Shared Community
Engagement Teams
Another way of building the
interest of communities in the
activities of the museums is through
the formation of shared engagement
teams. When the Oxford University
Museum realised that some of the
members of the local communities
were not patronising the museum–
even though it was freely opened
to the public–they initiated the
formation of a shared community
engagement team. The museum
staff liaised with some members
of the communities to arrange for
local schools to visit the museums
to engage and fraternise with the
objects that reflected their cultural
heritage (Griffiths 2020). Also, to
enhance inclusion in the museum
activities, they formed partnerships
with isolated groups, such as
prisons, to bring them up to speed
with the museum’s activities.
The Memphis Brooks Museum of
Art in Tennessee, United States
actively engaged its communities
in the planning, development, and
execution stages of their Outings
Project exhibition with considerable
benefits, such as having an in-depth
place-based, historical identity
history, and offering cultural
interpretations behind some of the
objects in the museum (Ferguson
& Renner 2019). Likewise, the St
Barbe Museum in Lymington in
the United Kingdom engages in
community outreach programmes,
projects and exhibitions to
encourage greater participation of
people through the organisation
of hands-on activities for school
children and elderly residents
(Palma 2020).
Sani (2012) reports that in
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Importantly, the selection of the
days and times for the organisation
of education and exhibition
activities must be carefully planned.
McCabe et al. (2006) caution against
all forms of exclusionary practices,
or likely barriers to an all-inclusive
attendance, such as selecting times
that would not allow a section of
the community to partake in the
museum activities as a result of
work engagement, or allowing
practices at the exhibition and/

or museum education session that
are contrary to the beliefs and
practices of some of the faith-based
organisations.
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workshops to brainstorm and select
workable ideas for museum projects.
This approach encourages them
to co-create additional knowledge
(Bassler et al. 2008) in order to
enhance the work of the museum.
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Setting Up
Local-Specific and
Mobile Museums in
Ghana

Considering this part of its longterm strategy, the government
(through the Ghana Museums
and Monuments Board) must
have a roadmap for establishing
these locally-specific community
museums. When this is
materialised, museum professionals
can advise and offer mentorship
services to community groups
on how to collectively develop
their institution’s collections and
organise exhibitions, as suggested
in the Open Museum project in
Glasgow, Scotland (Sani 2012).
More innovatively, ‘if the people
can’t go to the museum, then the
museum goes to the people’ (Sani
2012: 3). The Centre Pompidou
Art Museum in Metz, France, has
made arrangements in setting up
mobile units, or temporary museum
structures, in communities where
locally-specific cultural collections
are displayed for the members to
enjoy and learn about their cultural
heritage. In Ghana, the ANO
Institute of Arts and Knowledge
has spearheaded a mobile museum
tour initiative aimed at ensuring
community engagement with
museums and their cultural
artefacts.
Notable among these endeavors
is the Museum in a Kiosk; a living
history hub aimed at creatively
narrating the history and culture
of Ghana through a series of
community interactive sessions
(ANO Ghana 2019). The Ghanaian
anthropologist George P. Hagan
suggested in the 1970s that local
museums must be set up in every
community as vehicles for cultural
education, which he envisioned
as a crucial ingredient for Ghana’s
development (Hagan 1978). While
this may be a long-term strategy,
considering Ghana’s financial
GHANAHERITAGEFUTURE.COM

landscape, it is a step in the right
direction to think of ways of
fostering a partnership with the
communities and actively engaging
them in the activities of the
museums via the establishment of
mobile museums.

Conclusion

Museums are institutions that
house the cultural heritage of
the community and are set up to
serve this same community (Sani
2012). Therefore, its engagement
must be a priority in the
administration and management
of museums in Ghana. Effective
implementation of engagement
programmes and strategies—such
as making communities part of the
management team of museums;
establishing community advisory
boards and shared community
engagement teams; co-curating
exhibitions and organising
education outreach programmes
with communities; creating
collaborative community collecting
and interpretation teams; setting
up locally-specific community
immobile and mobile museums;
and offering opportunities for
communities to fund museum
programmes—are crucial now for
the management of museums in
Ghana. These practical engagement
strategies, when properly
implemented, hold the prospects
of rekindling the waned interests
of the Ghanaian communities
toward the country’s museums,
better ensuring the all-important
community ownership of these
institutions towards cohesive,
meaningful nation-building.
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Another way of enhancing
engagement in museums in
Ghana is by establishing locallyspecific community museums
where site-specific content and
cultural artefacts are displayed.
Communities demonstrate
ownership of museums when
they realise that their place-based
historical identity and cultural
heritage are displayed within
those museums. Through the
diverse means of transmitting
indigenous knowledge of the
heritage of a community–such as
folklore/storytelling, proverbs,
totemic systems, cosmological
belief systems, norms and values–
community members are instructed
about their cultural heritage (Adom
2016), creating a greater affinity
with it through their association

with the museum.
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Amsterdam, free transportation
referred to as ‘Cultuurbus’ (culture
bus) and ‘Cultuurboot’ (culture boat)
are offered by museums to schools
and other groups to visit museums.
Another means of helping school
children to develop interests in
the museums is through loaning
museum objects to schools for
short periods to be used as teaching
aids in culture, creative arts and
history lessons. A similar initiative
has been developed by the Zeeuws
Museum in the Netherlands in a
project called ‘ZeeuwsMuseum@
School’ (Zeeuws Museum 2019).
These kinds of arrangements could
be made with other workgroups and
associations in the communities,
such as craftsmen and fishermen
associations, medical doctors and
nurses associations, etc. in Ghana to
educate and build their interests in
the museums.
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