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Problem Statement: Fully Loaded Camels & Museum Worker Survival 
 

 
 “The straw that broke the camel's back” is an aphorism that almost everyone has 
heard and understands.  For this writer reflecting on the past twenty-four years in the 
museum field, this saying has come to represent one of the most significant and 
widespread–yet almost completely unacknowledged–issues facing museum workers 
today.  The problem is the ever-increasing level of expectations on the part of all 
stakeholders in the museum world that is characterized by a chronic lack of sufficient 
resources.  Museum workers–whether they be paid or volunteer–are currently 
desperately over-extended.  Our  physical, mental, and spiritual well-being is seriously 
threatened as a result. 
 
 The causes of this problem are many and varied.  For example, our visitors are 
growing more sophisticated in a myriad of ways.  Many have travelled widely, 
accumulating first-hand experience with our well-heeled competition like the Disney 
institutions.  Museum clients also are increasingly media savvy, and the Internet has 
broadened their horizons limitlessly.  Visitor expectations increase accordingly.  On 
another level, government and other funders have raised their standards in all areas such 
as grant eligibility, complexity, and accountability without providing any operational 
funding increases or support to counterbalance the raised expectations.   
 
 In the Yukon for example, even small volunteer-run museums that receive 
relatively minuscule operating dollars are expected to comply with a government 
regulation that imposes the same accounting standards as on multi-million dollar 
government department operations.  When the issue of such increasing expectations was 
raised with the Yukon Minister of Tourism, Hon. Sue Edelman, she responded that 
museum workers simply need to establish priorities. [1.]  Having missed the point to 
begin with, the minister blamed the victim by ignoring the fact that museum workers 
control very few of their own priorities–especially those inescapably imposed by 
government fiat.  Legislation such as firearms control place new and all too often 
financially unsupported burdens on limited and already over-committed museum 
resources.  Beyond this, the need for museum workers to drop what they are doing to 
engage in emergency lobbing of governments on issues such as the most recent cutbacks to 
federal Museums Assistance Programme and summer grant positions occurred in 2007 at 
the busiest time of year when museums were preparing for the busy summer season. 
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 Museum Board members and other like stakeholders also bring a constant stream 
of bright new ideas to the table.  The danger of engaging in “management by the next 
bright idea” when the last “bright idea” has not yet been fully implemented is a related, 
but separate, issue that also requires serious attention.  Foremost among these “bright 
ideas” are the professional standards established by museum organisations.  
 
 As a world leader in the museum field, the American Association of Museums 
(AAM) is using the occasion of its centennial to place new emphasis on its collection of 
standards.  Included inter alia are 6 full pages of links to various documents in the 
Collections Stewardship section alone.  The shocking part of this is that AAM defines 
standards as “generally accepted levels that all museums are expected to achieve” [emphasis 
added]. [2.]  This assertion cannot be understood as anything less than a completely 
unrealistic, overblown, insidious, and indeed impossible goal given the extensive content 
of the standards in question and the inadequate levels of resources available to allow 
museums meet these standards.  In Canada, for many years, the trend has been identical.  
For example, the British Columbia Association of Museums (BCMA) recently developed 
and published a new additional set of Standards & Best Practices modules. [3.] 
 
 For museum workers themselves, every journal article read, every visit to another 
museum, every conversation with a colleague doing something worthwhile in his/her 
own shop, and every conference, workshop, or training session attended generates new 
ideas that we naturally want to implement in our own settings.  Museum workers are 
tremendously committed and enthusiastic individuals dedicated to pursuing excellence in 
our heritage preservation and education endeavours.  The embarrassingly limited 
resources available to actually carry out these activities drive us to work ourselves 
harder–to take more on our already full to overflowing workloads.  
 
 Evidence of museum workers' proclivity toward volunteering to do more than paid 
for comes in a recent article by Leah Best who has interviewed museum CAOs in  
Museums Roundup. [4.]  Paid museum workers–because we “love what we do”–admit to 
being “workaholics,” volunteering many hours to the institution over and above paid 
hours (12-hour days are common), and believing that this is “the right thing” to do–not 
only for the organisation but personally as well.  It needs to be noted here, however, that 
the issue of unpaid overtime currently is being adjudicated in a lawsuit involving staff of 
CIBC who, it is alleged, are forced to put in unpaid time before and after regular hours of 
work without overtime compensation.  One legal opinion holds that, under the Canada 
Labour Code, “The law is very clear — non-management employees may not be compelled or 

volunteer to work for free [emphasis added]," said Louis Sokolow, a partner at Sack Goldblatt 

Mitchell.” [5.]  Paid museum workers certainly do contribute untold volunteer hours to 
advance their institutions. 
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 In short summary, therefore, expectations of museum (in practice read museum 
worker) performance by all concerned–and probably most widely seen in museum 
workers' own expectations–are high and increasing exponentially.  Museum workers who 
find ourselves already fully loaded camels are standing in a continual downpour of straws 
(read rising and altogether new expectations). 
 
 On the flip side of course, the resources available to cope with these constantly 
increasing expectations are flat-lined or declining due to simple inflation–not to mention 
deliberate cutbacks.  Granted, new subsidy programmes do come on line from time to 
time, but the applications for these programmes are just another new task for museum 
workers to squeeze onto our existing workloads.  As it is now, many museum workers 
already consider ourselves to be nearly full-time “grant jockeys” and nothing more. [6.]  
In addition, new grant programmes are rarely, if ever, geared to providing ongoing 
financial or other operational supports.  They typically are “one-offs” that have to be 
repeated continually ad infinitum et ad nauseum. 
 
 In the end analysis, the only possible outcome of this museum human resource 
crisis is camels' backs loaded one “straw” after another until they break.  Museum 
workers simply burn out to a crisp.  In this situation, I believe museum workers must 
begin to address this largely unacknowledged crisis–and we need to do this much sooner 
than later–if we are to be able to preserve our own physical, mental, and spiritual 
well-being, to say nothing of succeeding in achieving our museum missions and goals.  
Museum workers are long past the point where we need to dump large parts of our 
current workloads and to erect straw shedding umbrellas to keep rising and new 
expectations off our backs.  Perhaps it is time to begin adopting strategies associated with 
“working to rule.” [7.] 
 
 As a start, what I am proposing involves identifying ways for museum workers to 
deal with current  insupportable levels of rising expectations.  Quite apart from 
becoming politically active in order to address the problem, we need to borrow workable 
solutions from our colleagues and use them to ease our own individual burdens.  We 
must create and share successful strategies to deal with the exponentially increasing and 
unreasonable levels of expectations placed on museum workers.   
 
 The first step in this process was taken at the BCMA annual conference held at 
Prince George, BC in October 2006.  An Ideas Café session titled “Fully Loaded Camels: 
Strategies for Survival” attracted representatives from seven museums and a couple of 
other interested participants. [8.]  The session focussed on identifying workable solutions 
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to the problem.  The suggestions presented by the museum workers in attendance are 
recorded as a starting point in the “Solutions!” Page shared working document that is the 
key element of the Museum Worker Task Saturation Group.  It is accessible from the 
Group's home page for input by Group members.  I hope that museum workers will 
choose to be part of the solution by adding other practical strategies and philosophies to 
this preliminary working document in order to deal with rapid expectation inflation so 
that all may benefit.  I maintain that museum workers must take the lead in finding 
solutions to the problem since the trends in the field are– without exception–continuing to 
increase our burdens.  Of course, this is another new task!  Sure, why not?  If not 
museum workers ourselves then who? 
 
 As the BCMA Ideas Café session participants clearly identified, museum workers 
ourselves are among the most important authors of this sad story of work overload.  
Museum workers strive for excellence and are personally devoted and enthusiastic about 
the cause of heritage preservation and interpretation.  We also love what we do.  In the 
face of insufficient resources, the strong personal commitment drives us to work harder–to 
take more and more tasks onto our own workloads.  We must STOP doing this in the 
absence of new resources!  
 
  For just a moment, reflect on the deterioration in your quality of life over the 
course of your own career.  Ideas Café participants identified the first strategy–just say 
NO!  Museum workers must start being brutally realistic about what is realistically 
doable given the relatively minuscule human and other resources available compared to 
our own lofty expectations and those placed on us by others.  Trying to do too much to 
meet the exponential expectations curve simply reduces the quality of everything we 
attempt–not to mention the quality of our own lives.  Let us determine to do a few top 
priorities well, not to attempt everything expected of us in an under-resourced and 
therefore unavoidably and frustratingly mediocre–not to mention stressful–fashion. 
 

I believe museum workers also must become somewhat subversive if we are to deal 
effectively with ever-increasing expectations.  For example, one element of a solution 
could and should be to identify aspects of our continually growing load of expectations to 
be eliminated from museum mission statements and the policies that we write.  I recently 
team taught a Museum Studies course at Beloit College with Dr. Bill Green where I had 
proposed the overall theme should focus on increased expectations in the museum field.  
Having thought and written about this question for the past seventeen years [9.], even I 
was shocked and surprised at how pervasive and pernicious this problem is.  As one 
example, a colleague, Judy Newland, led a class discussion reporting on an invigorating 
newly created mission statement for a museum that had been presented at the American 
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Association of  Museums annual conference in Cincinnati.  Given the theme of the 
course, it was all too easy to ask the students whether or not this inspiring new mission 
statement met the AAM's own criteria for these central policy documents that were 
outlined in an assigned reading for that class.  It did not.  Clearly, therefore, continually 
ramping up professional museum standards is not an unalloyed good.  Indeed, the 
mountains of standards that continue to erupt in the museum field often as not serve to 
establish benchmarks impossible to meet, block creativity, cause untold frustration among 
museum workers, and deflate enthusiasm–as occurred in the above case.  Museum 
missions and policies need to be written for the real world with a firm grasp of what is 
actually possible to accomplish given available human and other resources. 

 
How are our professional museum organisations acting to help museum workers 

cope with this problem?  Unfortunately, it seems as if nearly every initiative by our 
regional and national museum bodies adds more straws.  Witness such things as the new 
emphasis on professional standards by the AAM, a recent recommendation from a 
provincial museum association that identified the need for museums to adopt new policies 
to address issues raised by privacy legislation, or indeed any training programme. [10.]  
Even the smallest museum associations in the country offer professional development 
opportunities that do more than build capacity.  They inevitably and unavoidably raise 
expectations among museum organisations, governments, other funders, boards, 
museums as employers, and museum workers themselves.  Beyond this, training sessions 
rarely, if ever, acknowledge the need for additional resources to implement new learning 
about professional museum approaches, nor do they address the impossibility of always 
improving performance in the absence of sufficient resources.  Museum workers are left 
to keep on adding straws to our already bulging workloads and waiting for our vertebrae 
to crack.  This needs to change–now! 

 
Here, I believe that professional museum organisations have ignored an important 

perspective on the problem.  It was originally presented in a 2001 article in Muse 
“Towards a new generic model for small and medium-sized museums” by Philippe Dubé. 
[11.]  The author identified the problems of a “general state of fatigue” and “burnout” 
among museum workers that are due in large measure to an operational framework 
defined from outside that is based on “an official definition that small and medium-sized 
museums simply cannot meet.”  This definition of a professional standard museum 
creates “a trap that makes museum work increasingly complex, and even absurd” [emphasis 
added].  Dubé recommended that we look for an alternate model of what small and 
medium-sized museums can, could, and should be.  Unfortunately, the author reports 
that his proposal has received scant attention in the museum world. [12.]  
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In light of all the issues surrounding the exponential expectations curve, it may not 
be too subversive simply to redefine how we expect small and medium-sized museums to 
operate in the absence of sufficient resources to meet expectations.  The assertion by the 
American Association of Museums that all museums are expected to achieve its published 
standards [13.] is patently unrealistic in the extreme–in Dubé's words, it is absurd.  All 
professional museum organisations need to recognise that their understandable–yet 
scarcely ever qualified–push toward professionalisation in the field is a major part of the 
problem. [14.]  The administrations of museum organisations are likely to resist such a 
reworking of the application of professional museum standards, however.  

 
For example, in response to this author's piece on museum workers as “fully loaded 

camels,” Jim Harding, Executive Director of the BCMA, makes the argument that “the 
responsibility of a truly relevant professional association is to help facilitate the 
development of its members . . . There will always be straw.  The variables are the 
adaptability and strength of the camels themselves and the intended length of their 
journey.” [15.]  Of course this perspective completely ignores the need for professional 
museum organisations to help members cope with their current problem of overwork.  
The never-ending push to make museum workers “stronger” so we can carry more of the 
exponentially increasing expectations without the resources necessary to ease our current 
burdens is a perfect example of one reason why this problem exists and why it seems so 
intractable.  Museum organisations themselves are at the forefront of the forces 
that–just like the AAM–heedlessly burden museum workers with expectations 
impossible to achieve in the absence of the levels of support actually necessary to 
succeed.  To date, our professional organisations have all been important parts of the 
problem and seem unconscious of museum workers' desperate need to be off-loaded 
rather than burdened further with new expectations. 

In this light, museum workers must begin to take control.  We must strongly direct 
the professional organisations that represent us to adopt as a top priority over the next 
five to ten years to make it easier–not harder!–for us to do our jobs.  This means 
approaches such as an absolute refusal to accept unresourced demands for increasing 
standards of performance.  In negotiations with governments and discussions with other 
funders, absolutely no additional expectation must be accepted without significant 
increases in financial and/or other resources.  Crucially, however, the increased resources 
must be significantly over and above what actually is required to implement the new 
expectation on an ongoing basis.  Remember that museum workers are overloaded 
camels already!  Simply not putting new unsupported demands on us will fail to address 
our existing problem.  We need significant additional resources to unload the existing 
overburdens museum workers now carry to the detriment of our own physical, mental, 
and spiritual health. 
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Museum organisations must stop acting to advance the cause of museums 

primarily by exploiting museum workers and their love for their work.  Absent new 
resources, the vast majority of the increasing and new burdens associated with improving 
museum performance fall on the backs of museum volunteers and/or employees.  In this 
regard, one approach for museum workers could be to propose a resolution at their 
museum organisation's next annual general meeting that will direct the association to 
make reducing insupportable demands on museum workers a priority over the next five 
years.  For example, one direction given might well be to instruct museum organisations 
to make their very top priority to increase basic operating funding that will permit 
museums to hire more museum workers–perhaps starting with volunteer run museums to 
enable them to hire their first full-time permanent paid employee.  The most recent 
survey of opinion in the museum field available to me identified increased operating 
funding as the highest priority identified. [16.]  

 
Beyond this, the next five years of professional development for museum workers 

could well focus on consolidating gains and increasing efficiencies rather than blindly 
proceeding to add new knowledge, skills, and standards across what is a tremendously 
wide board in the museum field.  Museum workers need to be able to accomplish what 
we are struggling to do now better, more efficiently, and effectively–not to continually 
expand what we are expected to implement in the absence of anywhere close to the 
amount of human or other resources necessary.  We need a lengthy period of 
consolidation in the museum field, not a continued acceptance of new expectations that 
museum workers can never meet.  All training sessions also must include a focus on how 
to pay for implementing the “bright new ideas” presented.  One major source of 
frustration and stress for museum workers is that–as already fully loaded camels–we 
cannot afford the time, energy, or financial resources required to implement new 
knowledge and skills gained through professional development. 

 
Our professional museum organisations need to accept this analysis.  How do they 

act in the absence of firm direction from museum workers in this regard?  For example, 
where in the Canadian Museum Association's interventions in the recent struggle to create 
a new museums policy in this country or in its current Strategic Plan did we see any 
significant attention directed at reducing the stresses on museum workers?  The CMA's 
“Strategic Plan 2002-2008” has a section on human resources that identifies the loss of 
museum workers, but it makes no mention of the resulting insupportable strain on those 
who remain. [17.]  The CMA's most recent “Brief to the Standing Committee on Canadian 
Heritage” on the need for a new Canadian museums policy focused primarily on 
collections, facilities, and programmes. [18.]  It says absolutely nothing about the current 
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crisis of overwork among  museum workers.  The existing federal museums policy 
ignored this issue when it was introduced by Marcel Masse 17 years ago and there is no 
evidence that any serious consideration of this matter was attempted in the recent effort to 
create a new one.  The talking points promulgated by CMA [19.] may mention the loss of 
museum workers and volunteers but this “Key Messages” document speaks solely about 
museums as institutions.  It entirely misses the fact that museum workers as individual 
human beings are in crisis.  The next round of discussion on a new federal museums 
policy must address crucial human resources issues that face volunteers and paid staff.  
Museum workers need to take the lead in ensuring this is included in CMA priorities. 

 
Similarly, at the provincial level, for example in British Columbia, the BCMA's 

“Annual Plan August 1, 2006 - July 31, 2007" and “Business Plan 2006-2009" fail to identify 
any objective to address the insupportable workloads of museum workers. [20.]  For 
example, one aspect of the BCMA Mandate is directed at “Ensuring that cultural heritage 
institutions in the province strive to maintain the highest standards of professional 
excellence . . .” but it evidences a decided lack of attention to the needs of members to 
permit them to accomplish this laudable goal.  Mention of needed services to BCMA 
members is absent in the Core Values, Strategic Challenges, the Objective of Achieving 
Full Representation, the Objective of Recognising Excellence, and the Objective of  
Accessibility to Learning. [21.] Some of the stated objectives in fact will serve to up the 
ante in terms of expectations on museum workers.  For example, plans are to create a 
“mentoring relationships” programme and carry out a Strategic Priority to facilitate the 
pursuit of excellence–without any qualification concerning the required antecedence of 
additional resources. [22.]  Obviously, therefore, museum workers must take the initiative 
to identify our real needs to our professional organisations in order to obtain some relief 
from continually increasing expectations and we must press to have these needs 
effectively addressed as top priorities. 

 
Some will argue that constantly rising expectations are merely a “fact of life” 

common to everyone living in the “Post-Modern” world.  The dilemma referred to as 
“task saturation” [23.] is one of the most persistent and dangerous problems identified in 
the modern military, corporate management, and medical fields.  For example, James D. 
Murphy in his book Business is Combat: A Fighter Pilot's Guide to Winning in Modern 
Business Warfare explains that task saturation essentially means you are overworked–not 
enough time, tools, or resources to accomplish the mission. [24.]  In this situation, 
perfectly good pilots turn perfectly good fighter planes into “smoking holes in the 
ground.”  Museum workers will recognise the symptoms of task saturation described by 
Murphy:  
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•shutting down, being unable to proceed, becoming paralyzed, giving up, quitting 
• compartmentalising, avoiding the large overwhelming tasks, hiding overload 

through busy-work, making lists of things to do rather than actually doing them 
• channelizing, choosing to do only one task and ignoring everything else–with eyes 

fixed on one cockpit dial, flying your high-tech fighter plane into the ground.    
 

 In the end analysis, museum workers in today's world are certainly not alone in our 
struggle with “task saturation.”  However, unless we begin to take direct, measured, and, 
if need be, subversive action to solve our own problem in the museum world, we simply 
will continue to be overloaded until crushed by the “last straw.”  If we do nothing, we 
will be condemning ourselves to a future of abiding and insupportable exponential 
increases in expectations and we will be abandoning not only our museum missions but 
our own physical, mental, and spiritual health to the ubiquitous stresses of the 
Post-Modern world. 
 
“nothing worth having comes without some kind of fight –  
got to kick at the darkness til it bleeds daylight” 
 
Bruce Cockburn “Lovers in a Dangerous Time” (1983) 
 
 
Respectfully submitted 
 
Paul C. Thistle 
 
31 August 2007 
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