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A brief description of trip including the need it aimed to address within your 
organisation:

As Exhibitions Director at The Glasgow School of Art (GSA), I was part of a working group1 
assessing the equality impact of strategy and practice with the public exhibitions programme 
at GSA. This is part of a Mainstreaming Equality Through Impact Assessment the institution 
has undertaken.

To support this work, I applied to Go & See Fund to visit the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, 
to explore how they as an institution creatively foster equality in their strategies and 
procedures and how this impacts on and informs their creative public programme and 
engagement with audiences. I visited 16 July- 21 July 2013. 

Over the period I was in Eindhoven, I met with Van Abbemuseum’s Annie Fletcher (curator, 
exhibitions), Christiane Berndes (curator, Collections) and Daniel Neugebauer (Head of 
Marketing, Mediation and fundraising) at Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven. This allowed me  
to see how equality and diversity was viewed by three different departments in the one 
organisation and how it was at the core of the institution’s 2013-17 aims to be a “transparent 
museum”.2 These three interviews, covering heritage, contemporary programme, marketing 
and how the organisation crosses over between these areas, was invaluable as these are the 
three elements I work with as Exhibitions Director at the Glasgow School of Art, with our 
venue running a contemporary art programme that often links to heritage, and our Exhibitions 
Dept being sited within Marketing Dept. 

How the trip will support the development of your organisations equality and 
diversity policy:

The ethos of the Van Abbemuseum has helped GSA Exhibitions review training with our 
student group of gallery invigilators, who are the first point of contact for the visitor. At Van 
Abbemuseum, the phrase used is ‘Meaningful Hospitality’ – a human exchange so interaction 
between host and visitor, makes people more likely to move from basic info to other pathways 
provided. 

As part of the GSA induction of student invigilators in Sept 2014, we will do a session with 
them on ways in which to introduce audiences to artworks. For the Van Abbemuseum (VA), 
“The VA no longer stands for one narrative told by one voice. Instead it welcomes a multiplicity 
of opinions, interpretations and experiences and believes that an artwork and the collection 
gain volume and significance when it’s contextualised and perceived from various angles.  
The VA encourages visitors to make and express their own choices and associations, while 
building tools for future experiences.” 
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This approach will also help GSA Exhibitions review the types of event we do as part of the 
exhibition programme to illuminate different hidden aspects of the work to the audience.  
For our Glasgow International project in April 2014 ‘This Song Belongs to Those Who Sing It’ 
with Michael Stumpf, we hosted a gallery talk, with the artist and myself, where we adapted 
the talk to the mood of the audience then, later on in the exhibition, ran a performance event 
‘The Sound of Silver’, with a tap dancer, which uncovered the artist’s inspiration of dance and 
movement in relation to sculpture, for our audience.3 These two events gave two different 
types of experiential format to engage with the work. 

How the trip will impact on equality and diversity in your organisation:

The Van Abbemuseum was very clear on communicating the ‘credo’ of the museum to their 
audience, and through the creation of different access points providing the tools in order “to 
promote exchange and critical reflection” between audience and museum and audience and 
artworks. Their credo was that the museum should not have singular authority, and that it 
should be a ‘dispersed’ museum with many voices and many opinions. Their use of the term 
‘Mediation’ for their Dept ‘Marketing, Mediation and Fundraising’ highlighted that they created 
an active role to provide the bridge between audience members and the ‘objects’ in the 
museum. 

In planning exhibitions Van Abbemuseum had a structure in place to assess exhibition content 
and possible access points for audience. Ten months before the show, the curators and 
Mediation Department meet to look at the context of the exhibition. Following the curators’ 
presentation on exhibition providing background information and outlining ‘urgency’ (Why 
Here? Why Now?), the curators would move onto the show’s ‘imprint’ (what are the questions/
thoughts this project aims to evoke within future visitors / participants?). In the meeting 
everyone reads text together, then the curators have chance to elaborate and emphasize 
points of attention, and communicators have chance to ask for clarifications and make 
suggestions. Then two months later, the communicators present curators with main message 
and target groups. Van Abbemuseum also has a period of evaluation after the exhibition, 
where the curators and mediators look at feedback and see how it can implement on  
future policy.

Here at GSA as Exhibitions Dept we can work with GSA Exhibitions Advisory Board and 
Public Programme Group to ensure that there is clear context and background to each 
exhibition and plan in evaluation into these sessions too. The timeframe Van Abbemuseum 
employed to bring these questions into programming sessions, right through to evaluation of 
audience experience was really helpful and will guide GSA Exhibitions meetings on methods 
of programming and audience development as part of the Exhibitions Strategy 2014-16. 

Through the checklist we have developed (see below) we can ensure that our curated 
programme and the exhibiting students and staff we work with are aware of equality aspects 
from the genesis of their project. I also aim to invite an external member onto the GSA 
Exhibitions Advisory Board who has skills relating to Gallery Education. This will help us 
troubleshoot our events programme and ensure we are making the most of links to different 
target groups. 
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How you will share what you have learned across your organisation and the wider 
arts sector:

As part of GSA’s Equality Impact Assessment, I am in a working group with public-facing 
depts. in our organisation, including Archives & Special Collections and GSA Enterprises  
(who operate the tours and shop). I have fed back to this group what I have learned from  
the trip, and this in turn has fed into the checklist we have been working on, which looks  
at Equality Impact on preparing and presenting exhibitions and interpretation for public 
audiences. The checklist is now issued as part of an induction session in advance of the 
gallery booking, with each student group or staff group that we work with. I will also use it 
when working on the curated programme. In Academic Year 2013/14 we will set up evaluation 
sessions with the groups we work with and assess the use of the checklist. The resulting GSA 
Exhibitions Equality Impact Assessment and the checklist has been uploaded onto GSA’s 
Virtual Learning Environment. 

Details of any unexpected outcomes of your trip:

CCA’s curator Remco de Blaaij was an assistant curator on Van Abbemuseum’s exhibition 
‘Becoming Dutch’, so has an in depth understanding of his previous institution and how 
equality and diversity was considered as part of the exhibitions programme at Van 
Abbemuseum and subsequent engagement with audiences. As part of professional training 
of the current group of student invigilators, we took them down to meet Remco at CCA to 
hear how CCA runs and how they work with diverse audiences. We will ask Remco to meet 
and talk to our new student invigilator group in Sept 2014 as part of their induction. 

Appendix 1: 

Equality Impact Checklist: Exhibitions and Interpretation

Notes

1. The GSA working group I was in was Exhibitions, Archives & Collections Centre and GSA 
Enterprises

2. P1, ‘Communication, Mediation, Experience Policy’ Van Abbemuseum 2013, by Ilse 
Cornelis, Mariet Erica, Loes Janssen, Daniel Neugebauer and Hadas Zemer.

3. ‘The Adaptive experience’ is a phrase of Van Abbemuseum, where they promote a fluid 
approach to providing different experiences of the artwork.


