
Building a Career in 
Museum Anthropology

Anthropologists drawn to museum work recognize that museums collect, preserve,
interpret, and display materials of significance for art, science, or culture, or a
combination of these. Collections may include objects or employ the spoken word,
recordings, films, photographs, paper (or other tangible surfaces), digital files,
intangible forms of cultural heritage, and/or stories. 

Through objects and the stories they tell, anthropologists promote awareness and
understanding of the human condition and foster connection to and memories of
historical roots. They are involved in museum activities such as exhibitions and
programs oriented toward the public. Some promote knowledge and discovery
through research. Practice and research can, of course, overlap, especially in
preparing exhibitions and programs for a wide audience. Anthropologists may also
undertake specialized research on museums themselves, exploring what museum
history and presence reveal about the larger social environment.

Museum anthropologists may specialize in ethnography and culture, archeology, biological
anthropology, linguistics, conservation, and education. They may also apply their training in other
fields such as history, art history, education, conservation, and evaluation. Museum experience,
networking, and continued learning are essential in a museum career.
 
When talking about museums, we include those for the general public, children, the military,
science and technology, and private collections, as well as those devoted to abstract ideas like the
spoken word. The term museum can also refer to:

archives
libraries
historic, heritage, and religious sites
memorials 
galleries (e.g., for art, artifacts, documents)
natural sites such as parks
galleries in theme parks or tourist attractions, and
traveling exhibitions.

Anthropologists may work in any of these settings. 

Aside from displays, collections work, and research, museums may also present programs like
conferences, lecture series, and classes, and offer space for education, discussion, enjoyment, and
events for building community. Anthropologists may find employment and pursue paths
involving many different museum functions and activities, including the museum shop for retail
(if they have a background in or a head for sales and business). 

Museums and Anthropology
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Beginning a Career in Museum Anthropology 

Also, some museums are now promoting education in the gift shop. In such cases,
anthropologists can feature items in the gift shop’s inventory as another place to learn about
specialty artifacts.

In describing a museum career, we can make a distinction based on size. When working for a
small place like a local historical museum, an anthropologist may be asked to “wear many hats.”
In a much larger institution with many specializations, the anthropologist will focus on a specific
study or responsibility, such as targeted ethnographic or archival research, collections or data
management, education, programming, or community outreach. A similar pattern based on size
can be found in working for a small business or a major corporation. Museum staff may need to
contribute to fundraising for the sake of financial growth, stability, or, at times, solvency.
 
Museum anthropologists, especially those in senior positions, need to recognize and understand
a museum’s:

mission or purpose
audience
role in the community
leadership structure and decision-making process
relationship to its board or governing entity
ethics
overall operations and the interconnection of workers and/or departments 
outreach to local, regional, state, national, and international museums
collections policy (or the policy for a specific department)
finances, fundraising, and in some cases, business plan, and 
safety precautions.

 
Savvy museum professionals will keep ties open to others in their department (e.g., biological
anthropologists with ethnographers and archeologists). They will maintain contact with other
departments throughout the museum and be knowledgeable of the work of other museums,
nationally and globally. Collaboration often yields memorable exhibits or programs as
anthropologists build on their collective expertise. An important sector of anthropology
consulting has emerged for exhibitions and projects, exemplified by museum design firms,
independent contractors, museum evaluators, community experts, historians, or staff from other
museums.

No matter the chosen subfield (i.e., cultural anthropology, biological anthropology, archeology, or
linguistic anthropology), museum anthropologists require specialized practical experience and
education. A museum studies program typically offers courses, internships, programs, networks,
and experience essential to becoming a museum professional. Anthropology courses provide the
content knowledge. Both anthropology and museum studies courses are essential for
establishing a solid career footing, while advanced and multiple degrees may help further a
career.

The American Alliance of Museums (AAM) provides excellent resources both for beginning and
advanced museum professionals. 

https://www.aam-us.org/
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A form on their website enables easy research into anthropology museum programs by
discipline (e.g., anthropology, archeology) and by desired degree or certificate. This database is
available without an AAM membership. 

For anthropologists focused on research, a Master’s or PhD in anthropology is essential to finding
a job in a senior leadership position (e.g., curator, director, senior researcher). Anthropologists
must be excellent communicators with all stakeholders, excel in cultural competency, and be
knowledgeable about the most respectful ways of handing of sensitive collections. Database
expertise along with the practical digital skills to keep the databases up to date and accurate
may be considered an essential skill for museum anthropologists and conservators. 

To pursue ethnological collections and cultural heritage conservation, look into conservation
degree programs. For many, conservation has become difficult to enter, requiring experience
and knowledge of the physical and chemical properties of objects. (A degree in chemistry may
be useful.) Responsibilities usually involve significant knowledge of materials for the direct
treatment of objects and specialized research in best methods for future preservation.

Many interested in conservation enter the field of collections management since preventative
conservation is an important responsibility for all involved in handling collections. This field does
not require the extensive technical expertise of a conservator.

Volunteer work and internships are invaluable in building a career in museum anthropology.
Being on the ground and known to staff helps you gain recognition for trustworthiness,
efficiency, your work ethic, and your knowledge. Being visible helps build professional networks
that open new opportunities. Such recognition can go a long way towards employment. While
working at a museum, even as a volunteer:

Meet as many staff members as you can and request
informational interviews
Learn about the practical operations of museums
through observation and participation
Gather information for networking 
Ask about degree programs and training opportunities
Go to conferences, meetings, seminars, and webinars
and interact with the professionals there
Write for the museum in any capacity (e.g., social
media, newsletters) 
Investigate community ties and help develop
community liaison programs with museum staff
Use your anthropology skills to improve engagement
with the communities that the museum serves 
Visit different kinds of museums and exhibitions than
the ones with which you are familiar (e.g., art, science,
the military, children, history, technology)
Observe and analyze innovative museum advertising .

http://ww2.aam-us.org/resources/careers/museum-studies-programs?_ga=2.238185088.1227142431.1741272927-1295094873.1741272927
https://www.culturalheritage.org/about-conservation/become-a-conservator
https://www.culturalheritage.org/about-conservation/become-a-conservator
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-Networking-and-Informational-Interviews-7.9.2024.pdf
https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/ACRN-Making-Connections-with-Local-Organizations-12.20.2024.pdf
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What Can Museum Anthropologists Do?

Any museum may include anthropological collections or employ individuals with anthropological
training. Available roles will vary based on accumulated experience, support from a mentor or
museum leader, need to fill a vacancy, and/or other factors. A PhD may only be required at
research-oriented museums. A Master’s degree provides entry to mid- and some senior-level
museum positions. Some roles are highly specialized to the type of museum. For example, in
cultural or natural history museums, a provenance specialist may focus exclusively on compliance
with the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), while at art
museums they may focus on issues of Nazi-era looted art, or the trafficking of looted antiquities.
(A provenance specialist is knowledgeable about the origin of the artifact or the record of
ownership.)

Why Museums?

Going on field or archeological
expeditions
Conducting research
Handling and collecting significant
and/or intriguing artifacts
Sharing enthusiasm and learning
with co-workers and the public
Discovering and solving puzzles
Expanding communications with
stakeholder communities
Experiencing varied, interesting
workdays

Relatively low salaries 
Delayed earnings due to
credentialing standards
Working in under-resourced
institutions with work backlogs
Stressful deadlines 
Being potentially exposed to toxic
substances 
Negative public interactions
Constant fundraising
Working with a difficult board
Refusing inappropriate gifts for
your collections

Potential Benefits Potential Drawbacks

Role Specific Skills
Entry-Level Advanced

Data Entry
Database Management
Collection Cataloguing

Digitizing Records
Audio Transcription
Program Support

Marketing and Publicity
Research

Cleaning for Conservation
Moving and Transporting Materials

Curation
Collections Management
Museum Administration
Exhibition Development
Program Development
Community Outreach

Repatriation
Marketing and Publicity

Museum Advocacy
Fundraising

Research (Field and Lab)



Museums are placing more emphasis on community outreach than ever before. This change has
emerged with social media and the redefinition of museum roles in society. Directives from the
AAM and the International Council of Museums to be more relevant, engaged, and culturally
meaningful have only increased. The work of cultural repatriation intensifies as does the need for
cultural preservation. The role of museums in supporting ethnographic groups and indigenous
nations, both today and in history, has been significantly energized and expanded. 

Museums have fostered enormous creativity and innovation. New technologies have developed
immersive exhibitions and individually-tailored experiences. Such engagements continue
beyond museum walls and enable the creation of new strategies to energize museum-goers. 

At the same time, museums may no longer be the perceived “neutral” centers of learning and
enjoyment. Instead, they might be called upon to pursue intense and controversial global issues
(e.g., climate change, inequality, culture wars).

You can subscribe here to Dispatches from the Future of Museums, a newsletter focusing on
topics such as museum operations, ethics, values, and political positions.
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Job Title Keywords

Curator
Museum Director

Researcher
Collections Manager

Collections Specialist or Technician
Archivist
Registrar

Conservator
Education Director or Specialist
Program Director or Specialist

The Future of Museum Anthropologists

Program Evaluator
Exhibition Designer or Developer

Provenance Specialist or Researcher
Project Manager

Database Manager
Writer

Publication Designer
Docent

Presenter or Interpreter
Community Liaison or Outreach

https://icom.museum/en/
https://aam-us.us18.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=2605bbc11e6752de338ce7e61&id=f06e575db6
https://mailchi.mp/aam-us/the-top-5-stories-of-2024-from-the-cfm-blog?e=47b4f93e8a


General job websites such as Indeed.com and LinkedIn.com post work for anthropology
museum professionals. LinkedIn is especially useful for creating networks. 
 
Applicants need to remain aware of local, state, and regional museums as resources for finding
jobs in museum anthropology. Some may be covered in the larger databases referenced here,
but are too numerous to list separately. A web search will help identify these addresses for you.
Contacting the AAM will also provide information.
 
Job opportunities: 

AAM
Emerging Museum Professionals 
Museum Education Roundtable 
Indiana University 
American Anthropological Association (AAA)
USA Jobs

 
Other resources:

The American Anthropological Association’s Council for Museum Anthropology is essential for
future museum anthropologists to join, or at least consult. The Council features journals,
blogs, advocacy positions, and statements on important actions such as repatriation and
preserving cultural heritage. 
The Institute of Museum and Library Services lists information on the number and kinds of
museums in the U.S., and provides information on grants, and community involvement. 
Those interested in national preservation can look into the National Preservation Institute and
its museum affiliates and networking opportunities. 
The Association of Academic Museums and Galleries offers free memberships to
undergraduates and graduate students
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Job Listing Resources

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/ACRN-LinkedIn-Profile-Features-and-Checklist-06.30.2024.pdf
https://aam-us-jobs.careerwebsite.com/jobs/
https://www.nationalempnetwork.org/
https://www.nationalempnetwork.org/
https://www.museumedu.org/
https://www.museumedu.org/
https://jasonbairdjackson.com/2012/12/04/web-resources-for-museum-job-seekers/
https://jasonbairdjackson.com/2012/12/04/web-resources-for-museum-job-seekers/
https://careercenter.americananthro.org/searchjobs/?Keywords=museum&radialtown=&LocationId=&RadialLocation=10
https://www.usajobs.gov/
https://museumanthropology.org/
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.npi.org/
https://www.npi.org/museum-associations
https://www.npi.org/networking
https://www.aamg-us.org/
https://www.aamg-us.org/for-students/

