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From collections to communities

Revised ethics code charts new course for museums

By Hamideh Hosseini
Staff writer

INTERVIEW

The adoption of the revised ICOM
Code of Ethics at the 41st Ordinary
General Assembly of the Interna-
tional Council of Museums (IcOM),
held on June 25, at UNESCO Head-
quarters in Paris, marks one of the
most consequential developments in
international museum governance
in more than two decades. The up-
dated Code reflects the evolving role
of museums in addressing contem-
porary challenges ranging from
cultural diversity and social respon-
sibility to digital transformation,
climate change, and the restitution
of cultural property.
In an interview with Iran Daily,
Golnaz Golsabahi, Vice Chair of
ICOM, discusses the
years-long pro-
cess that led to
the adoption of
the revised Code,
the debates that
shaped its fi-
nal text, and its
implications for museums world-
wide. She also outlines Iran's con-
tributions to the revision process,
assesses the standing of Iranian
museum professionals within the
international museum community,
and explains how the new ethical
framework is expected to guide mu-
seums in an increasingly complex
global landscape.

Golnaz Golsabahi

IRAN DAILY: As Vice Chair of the
International Council of Museums
(icom), what do you consider the
most significant achievement of the
41st Ordinary General Assembly?
GOLSABAHI: In my view, the most
significant achievement of ICOM's
41st Ordinary General Assembly, held
on June 25,2026, at UNESCO Head-
quarters in Paris, was the adoption of
the revised ICOM Code of Ethics.

The Code was comprehensively re-
viewed for the first time in more than
two decades and now has the poten-
tial to shape the future of professional
museum ethics and institutional prac-
tice worldwide. It serves as a global
statement on the social, cultural, and
human responsibilities of museums,
establishing ethical commitments
and obligations for museums, muse-
um professionals, and museum in-
stitutions in their missions, visions,
policy frameworks, and day-to-day
operations.

The revised Code of Ethics was

adopted with approximately 86%
approval. How was such broad con-
sensus achieved, and which provi-
sions generated the most debate?
This broad consensus was the result
of several years of sustained work by
the professional members of ICOM's
Ethics Committee (ETHCOM), extensive
consultations with specialists and
ICOM's Executive Board, and inclu-
sive participation by the membership
through multiple surveys and rounds
of feedback.

Throughout the revision process, the
Ethics Committee, the Legal Affairs
Committee (LEAc), ICOM's Nation-
al and International Committees,
subject-matter experts from a wide
range of disciplines, and representa-
tives from across the world carefully
reviewed successive drafts of the Code
and its guiding principles at multiple
stages.

Numerous webinars were also orga-
nized throughout the process to fa-
miliarize members with the proposed
revisions and to explain the rationale
behind them.

The most extensive discussions cen-
tered on provisions concerning the
legacy of colonialism, the return and
restitution of cultural property, the
role of Indigenous communities, and
museums' social responsibilities.
Ultimately, through carefully negotiat-
ed revisions and the inclusion of more
adaptable language, a broad consen-
sus was achieved, and the revised
ICOM Code of Ethics was adopted
with more than 85 percent of the vote.

Why did revising the ICOM Code
of Ethics become a necessity after
nearly two decades?

Quite simply, because the world has
changed profoundly over the past
two decades.

The pace of those changes has been
extraordinarily rapid, often unpre-
dictable, and, for many of us, beyond
anything we could have anticipated.
These transformations have been
nothing short of revolutionary, en-
compassing technological innova-
tion, digitalization, climate change,
large-scale migration, heightened
social awareness, public health crises,
armed conflicts, and the evolving role
of museums themselves.

Museums are no longer viewed sole-
ly as institutions dedicated to pre-
serving, safeguarding, and exhibiting
collections. Increasingly, they are
recognized as social institutions with
broader responsibilities and deeper
engagement with the communities
they serve.

As aresult, the previous Code, adopt-
ed in 2004, could no longer adequate-
ly address the realities and expecta-

tions facing today's museum sector.
Museums now stand at the center of
global conversations on cultural jus-
tice, diversity, inclusion, and social re-
sponsibility. Revising the 2004 Code
was therefore not simply desirable, it
had become an undeniable necessity.

The revised Code is grounded in
the new museum definition adopt-
ed in 2022. How will this change
influence the mission and respon-
sibilities of museums worldwide?
The new museum definition, adopted
during ICOM's General Conference in
Prague in 2022, recognizes museums
as participatory, inclusive, sustainable
institutions committed to serving so-
ciety and advancing social justice.
This updated perspective reinforces
the idea that museums should play a
more active role within their commu-
nities and assume greater responsibil-
ity toward diverse audiences, partic-
ularly underserved and marginalized
groups. It also positions museums to
make more meaningful contributions
to cultural policymaking and encour-
ages their evolution from institutions
primarily focused on preserving col-
lective memory into active agents of
social engagement and public partic-
ipation.

The revised Code of Ethics embraces
this vision as its guiding principle. Its
five core pillars, and their accompa-
nying provisions, were deliberately
designed to reflect this contemporary
understanding of museums and to
encourage museum professionals to
actively engage with these evolving
responsibilities.

During the deliberations, issues
such as artificial intelligence, dig-
ital technologies, climate change,
and the legacy of colonialism fea-
tured prominently. Which of these
proved the most challenging?

All four issues were, and continue
to be, highly challenging. In truth, it
would be difficult to rank one above
another in terms of significance.
Over the course of the Ethics Com-
mittee's multi-year work on revising
the Code, artificial intelligence and
digital technologies emerged as rela-
tively new concerns, whereas climate
change and the legacy of colonialism
had already been longstanding topics
within museum discourse.

As I mentioned earlier, the pace of
global change has been extraordi-
narily rapid. Given the Committee's
mandate and the timeline for com-
pleting the revision, it was neither
realistic nor feasible to anticipate or
comprehensively address every new
challenge that continued to emerge.
Artificial intelligence and digital tech-
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nologies have introduced complex
ethical questions surrounding data
governance, the responsible use of
digital information, and the protection
of community rights. Climate change
has prompted serious discussions
about museums' responsibility to
raise public awareness, reduce their
own environmental impact, and safe-
guard heritage that is increasingly at
risk.

At the same time, the legacy of colo-
nialism remains deeply intertwined
with difficult questions concerning
the legitimate ownership of cultural
property, historical justice, and the
restitution of cultural heritage.

In addition, broader societal devel-
opments, including armed conflicts,
migration, cultural diversity, and mu-
seums' expanding role in fostering
dialogue and social cohesion, have
become impossible to ignore.
Because it was not feasible for a sin-
gle Code of Ethics to comprehensively
address every one of these complex
issues, the preparation of comple-
mentary professional guidelines be-
came essential. This responsibility
has therefore been entrusted to a joint
effort between ICOM's Ethics Com-
mittee (ETHCOM) and the Legal Affairs
Committee (LEAC).

These guidance documents will pro-
vide practical recommendations and
more detailed frameworks on issues
that are only briefly addressed, or not
addressed at all, in the Code, as well
as on emerging challenges that mu-
seums and museum institutions are
likely to face in the future.

Now that the revised Code has been
formally adopted, work is set to begin
on practical guidance covering in-
ternational conventions and related
declarations, acquisition and deac-
cessioning practices, fundraising, the
ethical use of emerging and digital
technologies, natural heritage, and
sustainable development.

One of the defining features of the
revised Code is its emphasis on
flexibility in applying ethical prin-
ciples. How does this approach
benefit countries with different
capacities and institutional struc-
tures?

Rather than prescribing rigid or im-
practical requirements, the revised
Code establishes ethical principles
that can be adapted to different legal,
cultural, and institutional contexts.
This approach enables countries
with limited resources or different
governance structures to implement
ethical standards in ways that are ap-
propriate to their own circumstances.
It allows them to make gradual, mean-
ingful progress toward international-
ly shared standards without facing
unrealistic institutional or structural
burdens.

Ultimately, the objective is not unifor-
mity, but the consistent application of
shared ethical values across diverse
museum environments.

To what extent are Iranian muse-
ums aligned with the principles of
the revised Code, and what steps
are needed to implement it fully
in Iran?

Overall, Iranian museums are broad-

ly aligned with many aspects of the
revised Code's five core principles,
particularly in the areas of profes-
sionalism, research, and community
engagement.

However, fully implementing the Code
will require three key measures. First,
comprehensive training should be
provided for museum professionals,
both in general museum practice and,
more specifically, on the principles
and framework of the revised Code
of Ethics.

Second, greater transparency and
accountability must be strengthened
across museum governance and man-
agement.

Finally, sustained investment is need-
ed in digitization initiatives and in
improving public access to museums,
ensuring that museum resources and
services become more accessible to all
members of society.

Did Iran put forward any specific
proposals or perspectives during
the drafting and adoption of the re-
vised Code that influenced either
the negotiations or the final text?
Yes. Iran sought, through various
channels, to contribute to the dis-
cussions by emphasizing several key
principles.

These included the importance of up-
holding professional ethics, recogniz-
ing cultural diversity while respecting
local communities and their particular
circumstances, and ensuring that the
implementation of ethical principles
takes into account countries with lim-
ited resources.

We also stressed the critical impor-
tance of safeguarding cultural heritage
and supporting museum profession-
als working under crisis conditions,
particularly during armed conflicts.

As Vice Chair of ICOM, how do you
assess the standing and reputation
of Iranian museum professionals
and ICOM Iran within the interna-
tional museum community?
Iranian museum professionals enjoy
considerable scholarly and profes-
sional credibility within the interna-
tional museum community.

Today, we are witnessing an unprece-
dented level of Iranian representation
on the executive boards of ICOM's In-
ternational Committees.

Iranian museum professionals cur-
rently serve as Vice Chairs of the In-
ternational Committee for Commu-
nications, Marketing and Audience
Engagement (icom comms) and the In-
ternational Committee for Money and
Banking Museums (ICOMON).

Iranian experts also play active roles
within the executive structures of the
Alliance of Asia-Pacific Regional Or-
ganizations (AsPAC), the International
Committee for Museum Architecture
and Museum Techniques (icamT), the
International Committee for Muse-
ums and Collections of Natural His-
tory (NATHIST), the International Com-
mittee for Museums and Collections
of Science and Technology (CIMUSET),
the International Committee for Ex-
hibition Exchange (ICEE), and the In-
ternational Committee for Museums
and Collections of Music and Musical
Instruments (1COM Music).

Through their substantive contribu-
tions, participation in international
projects, and expert engagement,
Iranian museum professionals have
earned recognition as committed, re-
sponsible, and trusted members of the
global museum community.

There is no doubt that this position
should continue to be strengthened
through greater international en-
gagement. At the same time, it must

be sustained and enhanced through
continued knowledge production,
professional collaboration, and active
participation in the international mu-
seum sector.

Following the adoption of the re-
vised Code, what is ICOM's next
priority? Are there plans for train-
ing, evaluation, or monitoring its
implementation across member
countries?

Supporting the implementation of the
Code of Ethics has always been one of
ICOM's core objectives, and that com-
mitment will certainly continue.
With the revised Code now formally
adopted, one of ICOM's immediate
priorities is to support the time-
ly development of complementary
guidance documents by the Ethics
Committee (ETHCOM), in close collabo-
ration with the Legal Affairs Commit-
tee (LEAC).

ICOM's goal is for the Code of Ethics
to remain a living document, one
that evolves in response to emerg-
ing needs and continues to serve the
museum profession in a timely and
meaningful way. It should not exist
merely as a written text; rather, it
should become an integral part of the
everyday professional conduct and
decision-making of museums and
museum professionals.

Training, evaluation, and implemen-
tation support will naturally vary
according to circumstances and in-
stitutional contexts. ICOM regards
the Code as a guiding framework that
ethically binds museums and museum
professionals to uphold its principles.
That said, ICOM does not serve as a
legal regulator, enforcement authority,
or executive oversight body responsi-
ble for monitoring compliance within
individual countries.

Ultimately, the Code's effectiveness
depends on the professional integ-
rity, ethical commitment, and sound
judgment of museum professionals
themselves. Nevertheless, document-
ed breaches of the Code by individual
members or member organizations
may affect their relationship with
ICOM and, in certain circumstances,
may even have implications for their
standing or membership within the
world's leading professional museum
organization.

Museums today play a far more
prominent social role than ever
before. In your view, what is their
foremost ethical responsibility to-
ward society?

While accountability to society has
rightly become the cornerstone of
contemporary museum practice, mu-
seums’ foremost ethical responsibili-
ties also include safeguarding cultural
heritage, respecting cultural diversity,
creating spaces for dialogue, and sup-
porting vulnerable communities.
Today's museums should foster a
sense of belonging, security, and in-
clusion among the communities they
serve, first at the local level and, in-
creasingly, at the regional and global
levels. Regardless of where their au-
diences are located, museums should
ensure that people feel represented,
respected, and heard.

If you could convey one central
message from this General Assem-
bly to museum directors and pro-
fessionals in Iran, what would it be?
The ethical responsibility of museums
and museum professionals no longer
ends with preserving, safeguarding,
and exhibiting collections.

Our ultimate mission is to help build a
more humane future for society.



