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ABOUT THE MUSEUM ASSESSMENT PROGRAM 

The Museum Assessment Program (MAP) is a national, voluntary program which helps 

museums strengthen operations, plan for the future and meet standards through self-study and 

a consultative site visit from an expert peer reviewer. The program offers several assessment 

types that focus on multiple aspects of museum operations, allowing participants to work on 

various methods of self-improvement. Since 1981 over 5,000 museums have participated in 

over 6,500 assessments. MAP is supported through a cooperative agreement between the 

Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS) and the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), 

and administered by AAM. For more information, visit www.aam-us.org and www.imls.gov. 

 
 

 
ABOUT THIS REPORT 

This report reflects the Peer Reviewer’s knowledge and perspective based on what was 

provided in the museum’s MAP Application, its MAP Workbook and what was observed or 

communicated while on the site visit. The report is a snapshot in time—from when the reviewer 

was there and what they saw and heard. The museum may have already addressed some issues 

discussed with the Peer Reviewer or made progress on some items listed in the report. The 

Peer Reviewer conducted this assessment on an individual volunteer basis, not as a 

representative of their employer, and was selected by AAM in consultation with the museum.
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http://www.imls.gov/
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Executive Summary 

 
 
The Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar is a small local museum with a broad, traditional 

mission to “receive” and “collect” the history of Stillwater, OK. Approaching its 50th anniversary in 

2024, the organization has reached a crossroads in its history: to remain static as its constituency 

“ages out,” or refocus its purpose, gather its energy, and engage new audiences. With a limited 

workforce and an even more limited annual budget, moving ahead will require vision, editing, and 

careful consideration to identify the way forward and secure the means to make it possible.  

 

To prepare itself for growth, establishing a formal infrastructure of mission, strategy, and core 

documentation is paramount. All future decisions will rely heavily on the parameters set forth 

within this framework. However, first, museum leaders must clearly identify their purpose and what 

story they want to tell. Also, who is interested in that story? Then, an appropriate mission 

statement can be finalized, along with a strategic plan outlining the road ahead. 

 

This report identifies key areas for in-depth consideration and suggests strategies intended to lend 

guidance, based on the museum’s stated objectives. Recommendations emphasize the need to 

make the most efficient use of the museum’s limited staff and financial resources. These key 

areas are: 

• Define museum’s purpose 

• Redirect operational priorities 
• Develop fundraising and earned-income strategies  

• Reexamine physical plant and its usage 

• Plan 
To its good fortune, SHM is guided by a dedicated Board of Trustees and an experienced Director 

who understand the challenges they face, and all are clearly willing to undertake the process 

ahead. By closely examining and articulating the museum’s purpose, understanding the need to 

prioritize museum operations, and seeking outside assistance as they are now through AAM, they 

will be well-prepared to establish a successful path to growth and success. 
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Introduction 

 
 
The Museum Assessment Program (MAP) is a confidential, peer consultation and self-analysis 

tool that helps museums strengthen operations, plan for the future, and meet and benchmark 

against standards. MAP is one component of AAM’s Continuum of Excellence, which also 

includes the Pledge of Excellence, Core Documents Verification, Accreditation, STEPs, CAP and 

other field-wide standards-based programs. Over 5000 museums have participated in MAP since 

its inception in 1981. MAP is supported through a cooperative agreement between the Institute of 

Museum and Library Services and the American Alliance of Museums. 

 

As it considers its future, the Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar has applied to the Museum 

Assessment Program for advice and support through the Organizational MAP. Following here is 

the Peer Reviewer assessment of the museum’s status, description of its goals and aspirations, 

and recommendations and resources to help meet those goals and guide future growth. 

 
The objectives for this assessment set forth by the museum are: 

• To review the allocation of the Museum's financial resources and identify strategies to 

improve financial sustainability. 

• To identify facility needs and develop facility management plans and schedules.  

• To review and make recommendations for Board structure, composition, function, and roles 

as well as Staff roles and capacity. 

 

The Peer Reviewer’s purpose is to study Part One of the MAP Workbook submitted in advance 

and visit the site to gather additional information and first-hand impressions. The Reviewer was 

impressed with many things at the Stillwater History Museum, including staff, board members, the 

museum’s longevity, and the dedication to the city of Stillwater and its history. SHM is a generous 

friend to the community.  

 

It is hoped that this report will offer an additional perspective and helpful guidance, but most 

importantly, assurance and support. Suggestions are offered to help leaders consider a different 

viewpoint, idea, or to reconfirm what they already know, in accordance with the American Alliance 

of Museums’ accepted standards and practices.  
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The Organizational MAP Peer Review took place October 19-21, 2021, at the museum in 

Stillwater, OK. The Peer Reviewer met with museum staff, the MAP Committee, board members, 

work/study volunteers and community leaders. The agenda was as follows: 

 

Tuesday, Oct. 19:  
Meet and Greet with community leaders 
During this informal roundtable discussion, the Peer Reviewer inquired about the city of Stillwater 

and the museum’s role as a community partner. They were asked what was most important about 

the city. Each participant described their role in the community and considered how they may be 

able to not only support SHM but what assistance they might need in return. For example, Joshua 

Hawkins described Stillwater’s economic development efforts to attract new business and retain 

existing businesses in the area. Dr. Arata spoke about Oklahoma State University’s role in sharing 

interns and volunteers with the museum through their Public History and Museum Studies 

programs. Nani Prybus explained how the museum has assumed responsibility for materials from 

the Payne County Historical Society as that organization limits its activities. It is evident that the 

museum is an able and willing partner to the city and broader community. Their challenge will be 

to strategically plan their outside roles and maximize the return on those arrangements. 

Wednesday, Oct. 20:  
Introductory Meeting and Tour of Building and Grounds with Director Amelia Chamberlain  
Comprehensive morning tour of museum facility and grounds, including exhibits, collections 

storage, workstations, rental spaces and outdoor gardens and grounds.  

Joint Activity Review from MAP Workbook Part Two with MAP Team  

Peer Reviewer led the discussion as the MAP Team reviewed their findings outlined in the 

Nonprofit Organizational Life Cycle workbook exercise.  

Exhibit Gallery Visit for Peer Reviewer 

Board Meeting and Lunch 
Board members attended in person or via Zoom 

Finance and Administration Meeting 
Overview of museum’s financial status and practices, along with inquiries about funding sources, 

needs and expectations. 

Meet with Staff, Work Study Students and Volunteers 
Community Tour with Director 
Informal Dinner with available Staff and Board members 

Amelia
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Brief Institutional History 
 
 

The Sheerar Museum in Stillwater, OK opened in 1974 under the auspices of the Stillwater Arts 

and Humanities Council. In 1987, the Museum was re-organized as the Stillwater Museum 

Association (SMA), a nonprofit 501(c)(3) corporation. In 2017, the museum's name was 

changed to the Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar (SHM) and is housed in a 1928 

former Church of Christ Scientist.  

 

The Museum has grown from an all-volunteer-based organization to one that employs paid 

museum professionals while continuing to rely on volunteers. The Board of Trustees consider 

themselves working board members and actively participate in Board and committee meetings, 

host events and receptions, and represent the museum in the community. 

 

SHM partners with organizations such as Stillwater Public Library, Oklahoma State University 

(OSU) Library and Public History Department, and the Payne County Historical Society to present 

timely programming in its efforts to serve the community’s historical and cultural needs.  

 

In 1993, the Stillwater Museum introduced a program for area fourth graders which won a 

statewide award from Oklahoma Museum Association and continued for nearly twenty years. The 

Sheerar Heritage Garden was named a White House Millennium Green Project. The Museum was 

recognized by Oklahoma Historical Society as an Outstanding Local History Museum, and by 

OMA for the program, “How Oklahoma Began,” for area third graders.  

 

The SHM collection is rich in textiles, photographs, and archival materials, with “missing pieces” 

being identified and a collecting plan being developed. Due to limited storage space alternative 

storage locations are being considered. 

 

While the pandemic in 2020 slowed a trending increase in museum attendance and auditorium 

rentals, museum staff arranged for video communications with the board and public when 

necessary, and spent much of its time organizing, cataloging, and deaccessioning collection 

items. With restrictions lifting, the museum is ready to reemerge and continue its growth and 

expansion. 
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Mission & Planning 

 
 
Related Core Standards: 

• The museum has a clear understanding of its mission and communicates why it exists and 
who benefits as a result of its efforts. 

• All aspects of the museum’s operations are integrated and focused on meeting its mission. 
• The museum’s governing authority and staff think and act strategically to acquire, develop, 

and allocate resources to advance the mission of the museum. 
• The museum engages in ongoing and reflective institutional planning that includes 

involvement of its audiences and community. 
• The museum establishes measures of success and uses them to evaluate and adjust its 

activities. 
 

The current museum mission statement is:  

The mission of the Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar is to 
receive and collect the material culture of Stillwater, Oklahoma, 
dating from prehistoric times, but especially from the 1880s to the 
present; to preserve those materials for the future; to study them to 
derive information about the past; and to use the knowledge 
resulting from such study to present to the public the history and 
culture of the area through all effective means.  

 

Both board and staff feel that the statement is somewhat unwieldy and does not effectively 

communicate their intentions so there is an ongoing effort to amend it. Concerns are that the 

current statement is difficult to recall and recite. They are also concerned that it prioritizes the 

history of modern-day Stillwater from the 1880s, potentially ignoring the area’s history up to that 

period.  

 

A proposed alternative statement is:  

The mission of the Stillwater Museum at the Sheerar is to collect the 
material culture of our community, preserve these materials, make 
them available for study, and share them through all effective 
means. 
 

Museum leaders are to be commended for their thoughtful consideration of the mission and its 
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importance to museum function. They have devoted hours to crafting a statement but struggle to 

find the words that clearly define their purpose. As pointed out in the MAP Workbook by a team 

member, “Less clear are the parameters of the collecting period and the specific focus on the 

community of Stillwater—which did not come into existence until the 1880s. If we hope to tell the 

story of the diverse peoples who live(d) here, we need to find a way to address/clarify this.”  

 

It is highly recommended that before a mission statement is finalized, time be spent 
defining the purpose of the museum, and the story it is to tell. So what? Why a museum in 

Stillwater? What is important about this community and worth commemorating? Who benefits 

because of its efforts? Answering these questions is paramount and will lend direction to the 

wording of the final mission statement. Articulating why the museum will receive, collect, and 

preserve the area’s material culture provides the necessary focus and direction to be set forth in 

the nuts and bolts of a mission statement. 

 

It is recommended that museum leaders consider the declaration that the museum’s key 
role is to “collect” and “preserve” artifacts and make them available for study. Available for 

study by whom? Does the statement accurately reflect the museum’s true activities? Does the 

museum exist mainly to accept donations, store them, and share when asked? Going forward, is 

the museum to be a cabinet of curiosities or the guiding educational light of Stillwater history? 

 

Fortuitously, an example of an effective mission statement can be found in the museum’s Strategy 

A: Programs and Services of the 2020-21 Strategic Plan:  

Provide quality exhibits and engaging programming which tell 
thought-provoking stories of Stillwater’s past and connect these 
stories to modern issues. 
 

Or, as stated on the museum website: 

We seek to tell thought-provoking stories of Stillwater’s past and 
to connect these stories to modern issues through engaging 
experiences.  

 

Notice the difference? These statements are appropriate, concise, do not limit the historical 

period, and focus on museum activities, emphasizing exhibits, stories, and experiences. The 

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Highlight



 

MAP Organizational Assessment 
Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar 11  

traditional practices of “collecting and preserving” become supporting activities to the main 

purpose of engaging the public.  

 

For more information, see What is a Mission Statement and Who is Your Museum For? at the end 

of this report.  

 

The museum’s unofficial vision statement is, “We are Stillwater’s History Museum.” Additionally, 

the statement, “It’s your history” is utilized, although it can be perceived as inaccurate if appealing 

to a range of visitors that includes those from outside the immediate community.  

 

For more information, see Vision Statement at the end of this report.  

 

The museum has a current strategic plan that is consulted and regularly updated. Both staff and 

board participate in its creation and execution. Updates are included each month in the Director’s 

report as to which goals and objectives are being addressed and how. Goals and objectives that 

are prioritized are focused on in Board committee work.  

 

It is recommended that staff and board members continue to work the plan and update and 
adjust as needs arise. It also may be beneficial to establish a timeline for the listed projects, 

assign responsibility, and make secure the necessary funds to accommodate those projects.  

 

The plan addresses many of the requirements to run a museum. Attention is given to Community 

Awareness and Engagement, Funding, Long-Term Maintenance, Collections Care, Policy, and 

Board Development – all fundamental and necessary considerations. It is recommended, 
though, that the museum consider moving Programs and Services to the forefront of their 
planning at this time. Having spent the Covid months diligently attending to “behind the scenes” 

needs of collections care, deaccessioning, and board structure, it is time to address the museum 

visitor experience from the “front of the house” in the strategic plan.  

 

 

Primary Recommendation(s):  

• It is recommended that that the purpose of the museum be clear, its story defined, and its 

audience identified. 

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Highlight



 

MAP Organizational Assessment 
Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar 12  

• It is recommended that staff and board members continue to work the plan and update and 

adjust as needs arise. 

• It is recommended, though, that the museum consider moving Programs and Services to 

the forefront of their planning at this time. 

 

For more information: 

Strategic Institutional Plan – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/strategic-institutional-plan/
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Governance 
 
 
Related Core Standards: 

• The governance, staff, and volunteer structures and processes effectively advance the 
mission. 

• The governing authority, staff, and volunteers have a clear and shared understanding of 
their roles and responsibilities. 

• The governing authority, staff, and volunteers legally, ethically, and effectively carry out 
their responsibilities. 

• The composition and qualifications of the museum’s leadership, staff, and volunteers 
enable it to carry out the museum’s mission and goals. 

• There is a clear and formal division of responsibilities between the governing authority and 
any group that supports the museum, whether separately incorporated or operating within 
the museum or its parent organization. 

 
 
The organization’s bylaws state that the Board of Trustees may consist of no fewer than 13 and 

no more than 21 members. There are currently fourteen members: 1 member-at-large with no 

term limit (a role specific to this individual); an ex-officio Oklahoma State University (OSU) 

graduate student, and 12 regular board members. Discussions are in progress to determine the 

most effective number of board members. 

 

The SHM board considers itself a working board and divides its duties among 7 active 

committees: Executive, Finance/Investment, By-Laws/Nominating, Development/Fundraising, 

Collections, Outreach/Marketing, Programs/Exhibits/Hospitality, and Facilities/Strategic Planning. 

The board also assists in museum operations outside of committee work, lending assistance 

whenever and wherever needed. 

 

Staff and board rely heavily on the leadership of the Board Member-at-Large who has served 

since the inception of SHM in 1988. His institutional knowledge and outside museum experience 

are an invaluable resource for the organization. As his retirement nears, it is recommended that 
extra attention is given to his personal insight while all museum leaders step up to this role 
of mentorship.  
 

Recent recruitments have brought new perspectives to the board. Three of the newer recruits are 

from a younger age bracket and include two OSU public history professors, a Stillwater 

professional, and a Mexican American OSU public history graduate student. A fifth recruit is 

African American. These board members have brought different perspectives to discussions that 
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are more youthful and ethnically diverse. The board is to be commended for setting the goal to 

recruit people who add diverse backgrounds, concepts, and ideas and well-represent the local 

community. 

 

Primary Recommendation(s):  

• It is recommended that extra attention is given to the Board Member-at-Large’s personal 

insight while all museum leaders step up to this role of mentorship.  
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Public Trust & Accountability 
 
 
Related Core Standards: 

• The museum is a good steward of its resources held in public trust.  
• The museum identifies the communities it serves and makes appropriate decisions in how 

it serves them.  
• Regardless of its self-identified communities, the museum strives to be a good neighbor in 

its geographic area.  
• The museum strives to be inclusive and offers opportunities for diverse participation.  
• The museum asserts its public service role and places education at the center of that role. 
• The museum demonstrates a commitment to providing the public with physical and 

intellectual access to the museum and its resources.  
• The museum is committed to public accountability and is transparent in its mission and its 

operations.  
• The museum complies with local, state, and federal laws, codes and regulations applicable 

to its facilities, operations, and administration.  
 
 

It is evident that the museum strives to maintain the public’s trust in their handling of the artifacts 

in their care and in their efforts to accurately share the history of Stillwater. Director Amelia 

Chamberlain has prioritized the organization of the collection and training of staff and volunteers 

to ensure its safekeeping within the available environment. 

 

The museum has proved itself to be a good neighbor to community organizations and a willing 

partner with other area museums, the city, county, chamber of commerce, historical society, and 

visitor center. Staff meets regularly with five other downtown Stillwater cultural organizations to 

collaborate and communicate. In an agreement with the Payne County Historical Society, SHM 

assumed their collection when they no longer had a physical location. The museum has offered 

adult programming in partnership with the Stillwater Vintage Car Club and the Oklahoma Oral 

History Research Program. Student programs are presented annually to Skyline Elementary. 

Through a gallery exhibit and permanent outdoor installation, the museum supports a local 

women’s shelter by accepting the donation of a 4’ Wings of Hope butterfly sculpture and raised 

funds to enhance the outdoor garden where it is placed. 

 

The Museum partners with the OSU Museum Studies class and Public History department, 

accepting graduate students to assist with exhibit installation and supplemental virtual 

programming, with which The Center for Sovereign Nations at OSU was invited to participate. An 

outcome of this involvement with other agencies has been the recruitment of board members from 
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the African American and Native American communities, as well as allocating a special board 

position for a public history graduate student. 

 

SHM welcomes outside rentals of its auditorium space within the building. Originally the church 

sanctuary, the space occupies more than half of the building’s square footage and has a stage 

and affixed seating for 195 guests. There are no museum displays or exhibit panels in the 

auditorium. The auditorium is available for weddings, receptions, programs, recitals, and church 

services. A nearby kitchen and auxiliary dressing room area are available for rental use. Because 

the museum and its collection are connected to the auditorium through a locked door, renters are 

given a separate key to access the auditorium for their function. They are responsible for locking 

up upon departure and returning the key. Event attendees are included in the museum visitor 

count. While there have not yet been any reported issues, it is recommended that the museum 
discontinue the practice of lending out the auditorium door key to renters. The proximity to 

the museum and unattended access within their building is a potential liability they cannot afford. 

Because auditorium renters are not exposed the museum proper, it is recommended that the 
rental attendance numbers no longer be included with museum visitation.  

 

Additionally, it is recommended that the museum consider the implications of operating a 
facility rental business not related to museum function. While the Unrelated Business Income 

Tax (UBIT) regulations for a 501(c)(3) corporation may be vague on this issue, it would be wise to 

consult with an accountant about the proper facility rental procedure. 
 

Primary Recommendation(s): 

• It is recommended that the museum discontinue the practice of lending out the auditorium 

door key to renters. 

• It is recommended that the rental attendance numbers no longer be included with museum 

visitation. 

• It is recommended that the museum consider the implications of operating a facility rental 

business not related to museum function. 

For more information: 

https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-

primer/ 

 

https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-primer/
https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-primer/
https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-primer/
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Administration & Finance 
Related Core Standards: 

• The museum legally, ethically and responsibly acquires, manages and allocates its financial 
resources in a way that advances its mission. 

• The museum operates in a fiscally responsible manner that promotes its long-term 
sustainability. 

• The governing authority, staff, and volunteers legally, ethically, and effectively carry out their 
responsibilities. 

• The composition and qualifications of the museum’s leadership, staff, and volunteers enable it 
to carry out the museum’s mission and goals.  

• The museum complies with local, state and federal laws, codes and regulations applicable to 
its facilities, operations, and administration. 

 
The museum operates within an extremely limited budget of approximately $90,000 per year that 

supports 1.25 full time staff persons and all other operational, programming and maintenance 

needs.  

 

Top funding priorities identified by the Board of Trustees are:  

• Operating funds (payroll, utilities, administrative)  

• Collections care (building, artifacts, archives) 

• Programming and exhibits 

 

Because of limited budget and personnel resources, it is imperative that that museum focus its 

efforts on securing a sound financial footing from which to operate. The realistic editing of goals, 

activities and future timelines is necessary to make best use of resources and sustain a viable 

business.  

 

Staff would like to add a collections manager to oversee donations, data entry and collections 

organization. They also envision adding a marketing position to manage marketing and auditorium 

rentals. While interns are used for some of these duties, continuity suffers as interns come and go. 

Staff rightly askes the question, how can we build our capacity to be able to recruit and pay 

professionals? 

 

The board is correct to prioritize securing operating funds first. It is recommended that 
immediate priority be given to increasing and diversifying annual revenue through 
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fundraising and earned income. It is recommended that these funds be directed to general 
operations of the museum, including staffing, programming, and exhibitions.  

 
There are several ways to enhance revenue immediately:  

• Charge admission – the museum is currently free to all visitors. If too much community 

push back is felt (pay close attention to those who protest: are they true supporters, or 

naysayers who do not contribute anyway?), install a Suggested Donation box in an obvious 

location at the front entrance, with the intention of later evolving to a paid admission policy. 

Value what you have, and others will too. 

• Charge for programming – All programming for both adults and children has associated 

costs that must be covered. A fee for attendance should be the norm, unless (and, 

sometimes, even if) outside underwriting for the program is obtained. Members may 

receive a discount as a benefit of membership. 

• Revitalize membership program – currently the museum has about 95 member 

households, generating approximately $25,000 annually. Examine membership levels and 

the benefits associated with each. Free admission, program discounts, and the newsletter 

then become a benefit of membership. Broaden membership outreach. 

• Create an Annual Fund drive – Members and non-members in the community should be 

asked to give a financial gift annually, in addition to their membership or other contribution. 

This can be an effective end-of-year appeal for general operating funds, especially if 

accompanied by a simple annual report of the museum’s previous year’s activities. Be 

proud of all the remarkable things that have been accomplished! 

• Increase Facility Rental Fee – the current rate of $75 hour can certainly be increased 

significantly. Research what other event facilities charge and what the market will bear in 

the area. 

• Investigate the intended use of funds held in the Edward Jones investment account 
– the practice of not withdrawing monies from the corpus of the fund is wise but consult an 

accountant or fund manager to ask if annual earnings can be transferred to the museum’s 

general fund. 

• Renegotiate contract with the City of Stillwater – The City of Stillwater has contributed 

$15,000 to the museum annually since 2001. It is time for a raise. It may be beneficial to 

meet with city representatives such as the mayor and/or city council members in advance 

of any formal hearing to hear their thoughts on how the museum can best serve the needs 
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of the city, in exchange for an increase in funding. For example, the museum could offer to 

annually host all 3rd grade students within the city free of charge (again, a benefit of 

otherwise charging program fees) in exchange for a $25,000 annual contribution. This 

scenario alone increases the annual budget by 10%. 

 

Other revenue building actions include:  

• Establish, or reactivate, an endowment fund – Direct various income streams, in part or 

full, to an endowment fund(s). A steady flow eventually creates a pool. The earnings from 

these funds can be declared for general operating use, or for a specific purpose like 

supporting salaries or educational programs. Income streams can include:  

o gifts made In Honor Of or In Memory Of  

o a percentage of highest membership level, e.g., 25%   

o a fundraising event honoring a community leader benefitting a museum need 

• Add Overhead Expense budget line item to project grants and fund requests – Cover 

the actual cost of developing and presenting a program, exhibit, or event in the funding 

request by adding a percentage of the total budget (e.g., 10%) for the cost of personnel, 

supplies, building usage, etc. 

 

The museum’s FY2020-21 budget was approved with a $10,000 operating deficit. The Board 

Treasurer explained that because the fiscal year often resulted in a deficit, she realistically 

factored it in at the outset. It is recommended that a realistic balanced budget be approved 
by the board and that all necessary financial measures be taken to ensure it is met. 
 

Another stated priority for the museum is collections care, which includes attention to the 

building, artifacts, and archives. Progress was made in important “behind-the-scenes” areas 

during the pandemic and while there are still projects to be completed, it is recommended that 
“front-of-house” museum operations be given attention.  

 

Related, but requiring a long-term strategy, is the practicality and use of the current physical plant, 

a 1928 for Church of Christ Scientist, which the museum owns. Funds are needed regularly for 

structural repairs, upkeep, and maintenance. Most recently, monies were raised through 

donations and grants for a sump pump and restroom renovation. Known future maintenance and 

construction costs approach $100,000, more than the entire annual budget. Emergency repairs to 

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Sticky Note
Take advantage of the OKC Foundation account already set up and add funds here for an endowment fund

Amelia
Highlight

Amelia
Sticky Note
We are going to continue collections work as long as we are able to find funding through grants. Once COVID is over to a point where we can once again have programming, we will put more energy into this again.

Amelia
Highlight



 

MAP Organizational Assessment 
Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar 20  

the building could be required at any time, such as roof replacement, resulting in a potentially 

crippling financial blow. Even routine maintenance redirects important funds from museum 

exhibits, programming, and general operations.  
 

It is recommended that the cost of maintaining the auditorium as a rental venue be 
examined, particularly when most event attendees do not experience the museum. Both the 

lighting and sound system in the auditorium need replacing, but again, the money required for the 

equipment, whether it be from donations or grants, is money, time, and effort not spent on actual 

museum operations. Closely examining the cost/benefit ratio of the auditorium rentals would be 

beneficial. 

 

Staffing is limited to 2 paid positions - the director and her part-time assistant. Staff suggest the 

addition of a collections manager to oversee donations, data entry and collections organization. 

They also suggest adding a marketing position to manage marketing and auditorium rentals. 

While interns are used, there is a lack of continuity as individuals come and go. Staff rightly askes 

the question, how can we build our capacity to be able to recruit and pay professionals? 

 

The current Director plans to retire in three years so it is recommended that a succession plan 

for her replacement be crafted, and it be decided what attributes and strengths are needed 

going forward.  

 

Currently there is no formal volunteer program in place that recruits, schedules, and trains 

volunteers, and the museum lost many during the Covid interruption. Most often, volunteers 

approach the Museum of their own volition. It is recommended that the museum strengthen 
their volunteer corps and establish a formal volunteer recruitment and training program. 

Selecting a dedicated volunteer community leader to establish and head the program will add 

tremendous value to museum operations, from longer-term non-paid staff positions to event 

planning and execution, to community outreach.  

 

For more information: 

See Summerlee Commission on the Financial Sustainability of History Organizations, AASLH 101 

Ideas for New Revenue, and IMLS 2022 Funding Opportunities at the end of this report.  

COVID-19 and Museum Volunteers – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

https://www.aam-us.org/2020/05/28/covid-19-and-museum-volunteers/
https://www.aam-us.org/2020/05/28/covid-19-and-museum-volunteers/
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Designing a Museum Volunteer Program – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

Three Scenarios for Financial Survival in 2020 

Obtaining Government Funding for Education Programs 

 

Primary Recommendation(s): 

• It is recommended that immediate priority be given to increasing and diversifying annual 

revenue through fundraising and earned income. It is recommended that these funds be 

directed to general operations. 

• It is recommended that a realistic balanced budget be approved by the board and that all 

necessary financial measures be taken to ensure it is met. 

• It is recommended that “front-of-house” museum operations be given attention. 

• It is recommended that the cost of maintaining the auditorium as a rental venue be 

examined. 

• It is recommended that a succession plan for the director’s position be crafted. 

• It is recommended that the museum strengthen their volunteer corps and establish a formal 

volunteer recruitment and training program. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/toolkits/designing-a-museum-volunteer-program/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/toolkits/designing-a-museum-volunteer-program/
https://www.aam-us.org/2020/04/13/three-new-scenarios-for-financial-survival-in-2020/
https://www.aam-us.org/2021/03/12/obtaining-government-funding-for-education-programs/
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Collections Stewardship 

 
 
Core Standards: 

• The museum owns, exhibits, or uses collections that are appropriate to its mission. 
• The museum legally, ethically, and effectively manages, documents, cares for, and uses 

the collections. 
• The museum’s collections-related research is conducted according to appropriate scholarly 

standards. 
• The museum strategically plans for the use and development of its collections. 
• Guided by its mission, the museum provides public access to its collections while ensuring 

their preservation. 
• The museum is a good steward of its resources held in the public trust. 
• The museum demonstrates a commitment to providing the public with physical and 

intellectual access to the museum and its resources. 
• The museum complies with local, state and federal laws, codes and regulations applicable 

to its facilities, operations, and administration. 
 
 

Collections care at the museum appears to be well under control, given the constraints of the 

facility and trained staffing limitations. Director Amelia Chamberlain has focused much of her 

attention on the collection since her arrival 18 months ago. While the museum building is not fully 

climate controlled and storage areas are not equipped with HVAC, conditions are deemed 

adequate for their use. Storage areas are random, but archival materials and shelving have been 

purchased and the spaces are professionally organized and neat. 

 

Staff has made significant strides in gaining control over its collections in the past 3 years. A 

museum-wide inventory was completed in 2017. Grants were obtained in 2020 and 2021 to 

digitize significant collections and to begin assessing its textile collection. Funds were raised for 

repairs to the Archival Storage Bunker and organization is ongoing in that space, with all items 

removed, cataloged, and returned.  

 

Donated items are brought to the museum or offered via phone or email. Donors of mission-

appropriate items are sent a deed of gift form and asked to submit images with the form. The 

Collections Committee reviews potential donations and makes a recommendation to the board for 

their acceptance. Items are then accessioned into the collection.  

 

Work Study students and interns are working to complete an inventory of all collections and a 
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student from the OSU Costume Department assists with textiles as part of a historic preservation 

grant from the Oklahoma Historical Society. A volunteer archivist assists in reorganizing 

photographs and documents in the Archival Storage Bunker. 

 

The main server storing the PastPerfect files as well as the administrative computer files is backed 

up by CrashPad. Scanned digital photographs and other archival materials are on the main server 

during the digitization process. On-site external hard drives are periodically backed up. 

 

While considerable progress has been made in collections care, staff has concerns in 3 
key areas: 

• Collections care is time-consuming and ongoing. Aside from the director, staff and 

volunteers are inadequately trained for the task. 

• Collections are stored in less-than-ideal conditions 

• Correcting past artifact acceptance and accessioning practices is time consuming 

 

To the point of mission and identity, staff asks the question, “How can we be the best at things 

when we aren't entirely sure what we're trying to be? If we are going to continue to house 

collections on Native People, for instance, we should carefully consider how we state our mission, 

which frames how we in turn think about our collections.” 

 

Kudos to all who have committed themselves to the management of the museum’s collections. 

The knowledge and expertise of staff and the willingness of volunteers to learn and contribute the 

necessary time have resulted in a well-organized and museum-worthy storage facility. 

 

For more information:  

AAM Recorded Webinars on Collections Stewardship Topics (accessible via your museum’s AAM 

membership) 

Direct Care of Collections: Ethics, Guidelines and Recommendations (March 2019 Update) 
 

 
 
 
 

https://www.aam-us.org/event/online-course-caring-for-museum-collections/
https://www.aam-us.org/event/online-course-caring-for-museum-collections/
https://www.aam-us.org/event/online-course-caring-for-museum-collections/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/direct-care-of-collections/
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Facilities & Risk Management 
 
 
Related Core Standards: 

• The museum is a good steward of its resources held in the public trust.  
• The museum demonstrates a commitment to providing the public with physical and 

intellectual access to the museum and its resources.  
• The museum complies with local, state and federal laws, codes and regulations applicable 

to its facilities, operations and administration. 
• The museum allocates its space and uses its facilities to meet the needs of the collections, 

audience and staff.  
• The museum has appropriate measures to ensure the safety and security of people, its 

collections and objects and the facilities it owns or uses.  
• The museum has an effective program for the care and long-term maintenance of its 

facilities.  
• The museum is clean, well maintained and provides for visitors’ needs.  
• The museum responds appropriately to protect itself against potential risk and loss.  

 
 

Facility needs at SHM as it applies to Risk Management is a complex issue. As mentioned, the 

museum is housed in a 1928 former Church of Christ Scientist, which they own. Designed as a 

church, the former sanctuary area comprises approximately 2/3 of the total square footage, with 

the remaining 2,628 sf devoted to the museum (1,728 sf of exhibit space). Auxiliary rooms and 

closets, etc. are used for administrative spaces, collections storage, and for auditorium rental 

needs. 

 

The Board of Trustees and staff know that the greatest facility concerns are the age of the 

building, the suitability of its function, and the wisdom of ownership. As all are aware, any major 

repair to the building could be financially devastating. As it is, routine upgrades and maintenance 

issues divert much-needed resources from museum operations and the hope of growth. There is 

not a quick solution to identifying an alternate location, however, and the process could take 

years, but it is recommended that board leaders formally begin the investigation of a new 
museum location.  
 

In the meantime: 

• Reconsider the use of the auditorium space - While auditorium rentals contribute 

approximately 10% in earned income to the annual budget ($10,000), does the amount 

justify the space, staff hours and expense required for a non-museum operation (aside from 

the potential tax exemption conflict)?  
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o Consider using auditorium for museum exhibit space, at least in part - Consult with a 

museum exhibit designer for inspiration and ideas on reconfiguring the space. Many 

museums use open spaces like the auditorium to accommodate both permanent 

exhibitions and rental functions. Doing so would add square footage to museum 

exhibits, free up space for offices, classrooms, etc., and still allow receptions and 

events to take place. Event attendees could then, truly, be exposed to the museum 

and counted among museum visitors. 

o Take advantage of entryways, stairways, reception areas, etc., for museum display 

use - rental attendees are in a museum and all public spaces should reflect that. 

• Board leaders investigate the possibility of selling the building to Oklahoma State 

University, the City of Stillwater, or other like entity for $1, in exchange for tenancy, and 

maintenance/custodial services. 

 

The museum does not have a formal disaster plan addressing natural occurrences or an active 

shooter scenario, nor does the building have a fire suppression system or water intrusion 

detection. There is a chain of command in place in the event of an emergency, but a written 

disaster/emergency response protocol is mandatory. It is recommended that a formal disaster 
plan be developed promptly to address the action steps required in an emergency. 

 

For more information: 

Disaster Preparedness Activity (aam-us.org) 

Developing-a-Disaster-Plan-2018.pdf (aam-us.org) 

 

Primary Recommendations: 

• It is recommended that board leaders formally begin the investigation of a new museum 

location.  

• Consult with a museum exhibit designer for inspiration and ideas on reconfiguring the 

space. 

• Board leaders investigate the possibility of selling the building. 

• It is recommended that a formal disaster plan be developed promptly. 

 

 
 

https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/disaster-planning-activity.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/disaster-planning-activity.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Developing-a-Disaster-Plan-2018.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Developing-a-Disaster-Plan-2018.pdf
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Education & Interpretation 
 
 
Related Core Standards:  

• The museum clearly states its overall educational goals, philosophy and messages, and 
demonstrates that its activities are in alignment with them. 

• The museum understands the characteristics and needs of its existing and potential 
audiences and uses this understanding to inform its interpretation. 

• The museum’s interpretive content is based on appropriate research. 
• Museums conducting primary research do so according to scholarly standards. 
• The museum uses techniques, technologies and methods appropriate to its educational 

goals, content, audiences and resources. 
• The museum presents accurate and appropriate content for each of its audiences. 
• The museum demonstrates consistent high quality in its interpretive activities. 
• The museum assesses the effectiveness of its interpretive activities and uses those results 

to plan and improve its activities. 
 
 

SHM best describes itself as “Stillwater's history museum” and dedicates its efforts to collecting, 

preserving, and interpreting the history of Stillwater, Oklahoma. They strive to tell thought-

provoking stories of Stillwater’s past and connect these stories to modern issues. The museum 

maintains a partnership with the Oklahoma State University’s public history and museum studies 

departments providing a venue for programming, and internship and work-study opportunities for 

students. 

 

Attendance averages about 10,000 visitors per year and was down significantly in 2020 due to the 

pandemic. This number includes both auditorium usage and museum visitors. Museum visitation 

numbers only are unclear.  
 

Approximately 15% of the museum building’s total square footage, less than 2,000 sf, is dedicated 

to exhibit space, with additional space for entry and an office. All permanent and temporary 

exhibits are displayed within this area. Diverse subject matter in permanent exhibits ranges from 

the migration of native tribes, a 1940s kitchen, a Victorian parlor, the founder’s button collection, 

the Oklahoma land rush, OSU memorabilia, power, to transportation. Interwoven are temporary 

exhibits on quilts, an elementary school anniversary, early Black history, and the Wings of Hope 

butterflies. Clearly, there are many stories in the community to tell and museum leaders must 

decide which are most compelling, as there simply is not the space to tell them all. 

 

As with the mission statement, exhibits cover a broad spectrum, hitting the highlights of local 
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topics but not establishing the thread of identity that holds the narrative together. Rather, the 

exhibits are a grouping of various collection pieces with descriptions, instead of a holistic story line 

illustrated with artifacts. It is time to reimagine the permanent exhibition space. 
 

Importantly, museum leaders have responded to the interests of the community and changing 

social values. They are reexamining, for example, the content of the permanent exhibit “A Well-

Travelled Land” as it pertains to the story of Native Americans. They have also presented exhibits 

on the League of Women Voters and the 19th Amendment, Native American stereotypes, and 

early Stillwater Black community history in partnership with Stillwater Public Library and the OSU 

Public History department. These efforts more closely reflect the desire to “Provide quality 
exhibits and engaging programming which tell thought-provoking stories of Stillwater’s 
past and connect these stories to modern issues.” 
 

Director Amelia Chamberlain has pledged her time to the vital task of collections care and 

organizational management of storage areas. She predicts retirement in approximately three 

years and hopes to pass the project of redefining the exhibition space to future administrators.  

  

Until then, much can be done to increase the educational opportunities offered by the museum. As 

the public recuperates from the effects of Covid, and with other behind-the-scenes activities well in 

hand, the educational role of the museum can be developed. It is recommended that the 
museum refocus its attention on its role as an educational institution.  
To this end: 

• Contact all area schools, individually or through their ISD, to offer SHM partnership on 

curriculum development, and field trips, on site or virtual tours, and traveling trunks 

• Negotiate contract with local ISDs or City of Stillwater for financial assistance to cover a 

museum field trip for each grade school history class student 

• Actively recruit volunteer educators to present in-house tours and travelling trunk 

presentations in the classroom 

• Discover how SHM becomes a mandatory presence in elementary school history 

curriculum 
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For more information: 

See 10 Steps to Inclusive Practice Data & Stories and Visitor Experience Management at the end 

of this report.  

Museums and P-12 Education – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

Booklet (aam-us.org) 

Museums and informal education – infed.org: 

 

Primary Recommendation(s):  

• It is recommended that the museum refocus its attention on its role as an educational 

institution.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/museums-and-p-12-education/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/museums-and-p-12-education/
http://ww2.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/accreditation/committee-on-education.pdf?sfvrsn=0
http://ww2.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/accreditation/committee-on-education.pdf?sfvrsn=0
https://infed.org/mobi/museums-and-informal-education/
https://infed.org/mobi/museums-and-informal-education/
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Marketing & Communications 
 
 
Related Core Standards: 

• The museum demonstrates a commitment to providing the public with physical and 
intellectual access to the museum and its resources.  

• The museum is committed to public accountability and is transparent in its mission and its 
operations. 

• The museum strives to be inclusive and offers opportunities for diverse participation. 
• The museum clearly states its overall educational goals, philosophy, and messages, and 

demonstrates that its activities are in alignment with them. 
 
 
Formal marketing efforts at the museum have been minimal due to the expense, but perhaps, as 

mentioned before, due to an unclear identity. Past variations of its name, The Sheerar, The 

Stillwater Museum Association, the Stillwater History Museum at the Sheerar, etc. have led to 

confusion about its purpose. The museum seeks to clarify this and often uses the tag line, “We are 

Stillwater’s History Museum.” Also used is the statement, “It’s Your History,” but depending on the 

visitor, this may or may not be applicable to all. 

 

The MAP Team shared the following input on marketing and communications:  

• Making sure we are relevant to discussions and awareness in the community.  

• Marketing has always been a weakness for the museum. We need to do a better job of 

conveying to the community who we are, what we do, and why it is important.  

• We can start to think broadly about our mission and where we want to go from here. I think 

even with great marketing it may not be clear to people who we are. 

 

Museum staff are in favor of hiring a marketing staff person. For the immediate future, it is 
recommended that marketing and branding advice be solicited from a professional, 
perhaps on a pro bono basis, to help lend direction to their thoughts and efforts. 

 

It should also be noted that all promotion efforts in the community can be considered marketing 

activities. The museum prints a newsletter, operates a website, and participates in various social 

media platforms. The Downtown Cultural association of five arts and culture organizations meet 

monthly to collaborate, cooperate, and share ideas. The Museum is a member of the local 

chamber and coordinates with Visit Stillwater to promote events through their website and through 

Stillwater’s local television channel. Monthly articles are submitted to the Stillwater NewsPress, 
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the local paper. Increasing their physical presence in the community, now that most outlets are 

reopened, is an important reminder that the museum is back and ready for their participation.  

 

For more information: 

8 Tips for Successful Museum Branding 
Museum Marketing for Non-Marketers (tronviggroup.com) 

 

Primary Recommendations(s): 

• It is recommended that marketing and branding advice be solicited from a professional. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://generalpublic.co.uk/thinking/tips-for-successful-museum-branding/
https://www.tronviggroup.com/museum-marketing/
https://www.tronviggroup.com/museum-marketing/
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Summary 
 
 
This report identifies key areas for in-depth consideration and suggests strategies intended to lend 

guidance, based on the museum’s stated objectives. Recommendations emphasize the need to 

make the most efficient use of the museum’s limited staff and financial resources.  

 

These key areas are: 

• Define museum’s purpose 
o Clearly articulate the story to be told and why it is important 

o Determine how to share this story with the public 

• Redirect operational priorities 
o Balance attention of paid staff from “back office” infrastructure needs with front-line 

museum operations 

 Assign the vital work of rewriting mission statement and other core 

documents to board sub-committees  

 Direct staff attention and activities to institution’s educational purpose and 

outreach 

• Broaden offerings to local school children, in-house and within the 

classroom 

• Continue to develop meaningful adult programming 

• Broaden community outreach 

• Develop fundraising and earned-income strategies  
o Charge admission for non-members, or, alternatively, create a noticeable Suggested 

Donation station 

o Charge for programming  

 investigate underwriting from local school districts 

 renegotiate City of Stillwater contract to include school program underwriting 

 eliminate free adult programming for non-members 

o Rework membership plan 

 Emphasize membership benefits of free admission and program discounts 

o Reestablish endowment fund 

o Establish annual appeal campaign, in addition to membership drive 

o Reconsider all ancillary museum activities that do not directly pertain to telling its 
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story 

 Suspend responsibility for processing and housing ephemera and other 

collections from outside organizations 

• Reexamine physical plant and its usage 
o Continue to investigate alternative museum location sites 

o Investigate scenarios for current building 

 Sell to city, county, or university for $1 in exchange for maintenance, upkeep, 

etc. 

 Sell outright 

o Reconsider usage of current space 

 Balance use of auditorium/sanctuary with museum exhibits, prioritizing 

museum needs over outside rental usage 

 Reclaim wall-space, parlors, entries, etc. for museum use 

o Weigh importance of budget expenditures on non-museum operations 

 Auditorium and space rental needs, e.g., new lighting and sound 

o Increase rental fees 

o Usage and claims 

 UBIT infractions 

 Discontinue including rental attendance in museum attendance numbers 

• Plan 
o Develop basic infrastructure with mission, strategic plan, and core documents 
o Develop succession plan for director, experienced retiring board members 
o Hire staff 

 Create positions that directly increase income first, e.g., education or 

programming/development  
o Plan for future exhibit gallery update 
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Recommendations 

 
 
For a no-nonsense, honest assessment of the future of history museums, it is recommended that 

the director and board members read the Summerlee Commission on the Financial Sustainability 

of History Organizations: Summary Findings and Recommendations found at the end of this 

report.  
 
This report recommends, in order of priority: 
 

• The purpose of the museum be clear, its story defined, and its audience identified. 

• Immediate priority be given to increasing and diversifying annual revenue through 

fundraising and earned income. 

• The museum refocuses its attention on its role as an educational institution.  

• Moving Programs and Services to the forefront. 

• The cost of maintaining the auditorium as a rental venue only be examined. 

• The rental attendance numbers no longer be included with museum visitation. 

• The museum discontinues the practice of lending out the auditorium door key to renters. 

• Staff and board members continue to work the strategic plan and update and adjust as 

needs arise. 

• A formal disaster plan be developed. 

• A realistic balanced budget be approved by the board and that all necessary financial 

measures be taken to ensure it is met. 

• The museum strengthens their volunteer corps and establish a formal volunteer recruitment 

and training program.  

• Board leaders begin investigating the idea of a new museum location or a sell/lease back 

arrangement. 

• Extra attention is given to the Board Member at Large’s personal insight while all museum 

leaders step up to this role of mentorship. 

• Marketing and branding advice be solicited from a professional. 

• Consult with a museum exhibit designer for inspiration and ideas on reconfiguring the 

space. 

• A succession plan for the director’s position be crafted. 
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Resources 
 
 

• Mission and Planning 
o Strategic Institutional Plan – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

• Public Trust 
o https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-

food-facilities-tax-primer/ 
• Administration and Finance 

o Summerlee Commission on the Financial Sustainability of History Organizations 

(found at the end of this report) 

o AASLH 101 Ideas for New Revenue (found at the end of this report) 

o IMLS 2022 Funding Opportunities (found at the end of this report) 

o COVID-19 and Museum Volunteers – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

o Designing a Museum Volunteer Program – American Alliance of Museums (aam-

us.org) 

o Inspire! Grants for Small Museums | Institute of Museum and Library Services 
(imls.gov) 
 

• Collections 
o AAM Recorded Webinars on Collections Stewardship Topics (accessible via your 

museum’s AAM membership) 

o Direct Care of Collections 
 

• Facilities and Risk Management 
o Disaster Preparedness Activity 

o Developing-a-Disaster-Plan-2018.pdf (aam-us.org) 

• Education 
o 10 Steps to Inclusive Practice Data & Stories and Visitor Experience Management 

(found at the end of this report) 

o Museums and P-12 Education – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) 

o Booklet (aam-us.org) 

o Museums and informal education – infed.org: 

• Marketing 

o 8 Tips for Successful Museum Branding 
o Museum Marketing for Non-Marketers (tronviggroup.com) 

 
 

 

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/strategic-institutional-plan/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/strategic-institutional-plan/
https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-primer/
https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-primer/
https://www.hurwitassociates.com/taxation-of-unrelated-business-income/ubit-a-food-facilities-tax-primer/
https://www.aam-us.org/2020/05/28/covid-19-and-museum-volunteers/
https://www.aam-us.org/2020/05/28/covid-19-and-museum-volunteers/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/toolkits/designing-a-museum-volunteer-program/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/toolkits/designing-a-museum-volunteer-program/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/toolkits/designing-a-museum-volunteer-program/
https://www.imls.gov/grants/available/inspire-grants-small-museums
https://www.imls.gov/grants/available/inspire-grants-small-museums
https://www.imls.gov/grants/available/inspire-grants-small-museums
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/category/on-demand-programs/on-demand-programs-collections-stewardship/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/direct-care-of-collections/
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/disaster-planning-activity.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Developing-a-Disaster-Plan-2018.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/Developing-a-Disaster-Plan-2018.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/museums-and-p-12-education/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/museums-and-p-12-education/
http://ww2.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/accreditation/committee-on-education.pdf?sfvrsn=0
http://ww2.aam-us.org/docs/default-source/accreditation/committee-on-education.pdf?sfvrsn=0
https://infed.org/mobi/museums-and-informal-education/
https://infed.org/mobi/museums-and-informal-education/
https://generalpublic.co.uk/thinking/tips-for-successful-museum-branding/
https://www.tronviggroup.com/museum-marketing/
https://www.tronviggroup.com/museum-marketing/
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Appendices  
 

 
• Appendix A:  

Attendees: Meet and Greet with Public Officials 
Dr. Laura Arata – OSU Public History Chair and SMA Board member 
Alane Zannotti – Stillwater City Council Member and Vice Mayor 
Becky Taylor – Stillwater City Chief Innovation Officer 
Cristy Morrison – President/CEO, VisitStillwater 
Joshua Hawkins – Business Retention Expansion Coordinator, Stillwater Chamber of 
Commerce 
Nani Prybus – President, Payne County Historical Society and SMA Board member 
Amelia Chamberlain – Director, Stillwater History Museum 

  

Attendees: MAP Committee Meeting 
Stephen Gose, President 

 Laura Arata, Board Member 
 Bill Bryans, Board Member 
  

Attendees: Staff Meeting  
Amelia Chamberlain, Director 
Debbie Williams, Staff 
Lara Horinek, Work Study student 
Juthi Ghosh, Volunteer 
 
Attendees: Finance Meeting 
Candace Robertson, Treasurer 
Amelia Chamberlain, Director 
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MISSION STATEMENT?
Every organization needs to define its fundamental purpose, philosophy, and values. The mission statement 
clarifies the essence of organizational existence. It describes the needs the organization was created to fill and 
answers the basic question of why the organization exists.

WHY HAVE ONE?
Without guidance, it is difficult to establish boundaries for appropriate course of action. The mission statement 
provides the basis for judging the success of the organization and its programs. It helps to verify if the organization is 
on the right track and making the right decisions. It provides direction when the organization needs to adapt to new 
demands. Attention to mission helps the board adhere to its primary purpose and helps during conflicts by serving 
as a touchstone for every decision. The mission statement can be used as a tool for resource allocation. A powerful 
mission statement attracts donors, volunteers, and community involvement.

HOW TO DEVELOP A MISSION STATEMENT
An effective mission statement is concise, to the point, realistic, operational, inspirational, motivational, informative, 
and even emotional. It is not too abstract or even too intellectual. The mission clearly states the purpose of the 
organization. It is forward-thinking, positive, and describes success. It is well-defined and focused so that  
the reader can identify with the statement. It reflects the values and clearly enumerates the reasons why the 
organization exists. 

WHO SHOULD CREATE OR REVISE IT?
Creating a mission statement is a group effort. Board members, present and past officers, staff, members, donors, 
and constituents can provide valuable input during the creative process. The final wording should be approved by the 
entire board. 

The mission statement should be referred to continuously. It should be reassessed on a regular basis and not 
forgotten in a binder with other board documents. It should be present everywhere: on the letterhead, brochures, 
and official documents. It should be mentioned in the articles of incorporation and the bylaws. Before joining a board, 
all potential board members should review the mission statement to verify whether their understanding of  
the purpose of the organization is compatible with their own beliefs. 

SAMPLES
Think of what you are trying to accomplish rather than how you will do it.
NO: “Our mission is to provide free books to local schools.” 
YES: “We want to stimulate love of learning and reading in young people.”

NO: ”Our mission is to assist people in searching for their roots and draw their genealogy chart.”
YES: “We hope to enrich people’s lives by helping to enhance their link to their past.”

NO: “Our theater is the venue for the most contemporary and avant garde ballet creations.”
YES: “We want is to enlighten, excite, and educate the audience through dance.”

Source: The Nonprofit Board’s Role in Mission, Planning, and Evaluation
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Who Is Your Museum For?  
A Tool for Initiating Critical Conversations and 

Reflection  

	  

Listen	  to	  Michelle	  
Obama's	  remarks	  at	  

the	  Whitney's	  
opening	  (bit.ly/

1QC6K0s)	  and	  read	  
Incluseum's	  

response	  to	  these	  

IniEate	  an	  
internal	  

conversaEon	  
on	  her	  

comments	  

List	  	  
statements	  
that	  you	  
agree	  with	  

List	  
statements	  
that	  you	  

disagree	  with	  

List	  
statements	  
that	  are	  
confusing	  

Define	  
"community"	  in	  
the	  context	  of	  
your	  museum.	  
What	  are	  the	  	  
communiEies	  
embedded	  
therein?	  	  

Obtain	  metrics	  
for	  your	  
museum	  
visitorship	  

Obtain	  US	  
Census	  

staEsEcs	  for	  
your	  

geographical	  
area	  

Compare	  and	  
contrast	  your	  

museum	  metrics	  
with	  census	  data.	  
How	  does	  this	  

match	  your	  idea	  of	  
"community"?	  	  

Discuss	  how	  
your	  

museum's	  
community	  
can	  be	  

expanded	  

IniEate	  
meaningful	  

converstaions	  
to	  establish	  

firm	  
relaEonships	  	  

Formulate	  
concrete	  

acEons	  steps	  
for	  inclusion	  



VISION STATEMENT
Key elements in meaningful, successful, and clear strategic thinking are vision, mission, and values of the organization. 
The mission guides the organization today; a vision statement reflects the impact of the organization in the years 
to come; and the values define the ethical guidelines and standards that direct all action. As it relates to strategic 
planning, visioning is a process of looking into the future, justifying and imagining the ideal place for the organization 
in ten to 30 years. Many sources equate this process to the creation of a vision of success.

WHAT IS A VISION STATEMENT?
A vision statement describes the future aspirations of the 
organization. It defines the dream, the long-term goal, and the 
unconditional direction where the organization is heading. The 
statement is not tied to future funding, obstacles of any kind, or 
present availability of resources. Its main enemy is shortsightedness 
and lack of innovation and creativity. Although it describes a desired 
state, it should not be totally unrealistic. With a reachable goal — 
however far the goal lies in the future — the vision statement is 
motivational and hopeful. For instance, it’s unrealistic — no matter 
how noble these visions are — for one organization to expect to 
eradicate poverty in the world or make criminality disappear.

WHY HAVE ONE?
If the mission statement functions as a tool to help with everyday decisions, the vision statement guides the overall 
long-term thinking. Two organizations may have similar vision statements but very different mission statements. For 
instance, a homeless shelter and a job-training center for the unemployed have quite different missions but both may 
envision elevating decency and respectability in the lives of all community dwellers.

Without a clear picture of the desired future, without a strong vision, even a strong mission statement has its limits. 
The organizational vision keeps the mission on the right track. It reminds the staff and the board that even after they 
are gone, this organization will have a long-term purpose to keep on going. The mere process of creating a statement 
helps the board get focused. A vision statement has a team-building effect: It is created through a group process, and 
every board member must share the ideals and values of what lies ahead for their work.

WHO SHOULD CREATE AND REVISE THE VISION STATEMENT?
The board is ultimately responsible for setting the future path for the organization. During strategic planning, the 
board and the senior staff together can brainstorm, dream, and share their aspirations. It is beneficial to get feedback 
from constituents or other stakeholders. It is not necessary to revise the vision statement annually — after all, the 
statement should be solid enough to weather short-term changes in the environment. When it is clear that new 
trends have substantially changed the operating circumstances of the organization, it is time to re-evaluate the 
statement and fine-tune the goals.

A retreat setting is constructive for visioning exercises. Participants could be asked to imagine the sections of the 
annual report in 30 years. What has the organization accomplished in year 20XX? Small groups brainstorm separately 
and write down all ideas and suggestions the teams come up with. No suggestions are out of bounds. There are no 
limits to acceptable innovation. Afterwards, a facilitator works with the entire group and helps transform the ideas 
into workable statements. A good writer drafts the final product.

© 2016 BOARDSOURCE.ORG
TEXT MAY NOT BE REPRODUCED WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION.

What It is, Why You Need One, and Who Should Create It.

SAMPLES
Think of a realistic but inspirational statement. 
• I have a dream. (Martin Luther King, Jr.)
• By the end of the decade, we will put a man 

on the moon. (John F. Kennedy)
• There is a greater community respect for 

the elderly in general, and particularly for 
the frail and chronically ill. The elderly in 
our community lead higher quality lives 
characterized by more independence, 
greater freedom of choice, and stronger 
sense of self-worth. 
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Introduction and Purpose of Study 
 

 

The Summerlee Foundation, founded in 1989, has two missions: supporting animal 

welfare, and the sustainment and advancement of Texas history. Since then, the Summerlee 

Foundation has made grants totaling more than sixteen million dollars in support of Texas 

history projects.
1

 

The trustees of the Foundation share concern for the well-being of Texas history 
 

organizations. While many history organizations conduct important work by collecting and 

interpreting Texas history, they often do so in a precarious financial position. In response to this 

concern, the Foundation appointed the Summerlee Commission on History Organization 

Sustainability in 2014 to study the issue of financial sustainability. From this study, the 

Commission created recommendations to ensure the work of the organization and the care of 

important historical collections will survive for future generations. 

Appointed chair, Gary Smith, assembled a group of history professionals from around the 

state with many decades of experience among them. The Commission consists of Bob Bluthardt 

with Fort Concho National Historic Landmark, Houston McGaugh with the Star of the Republic 

Museum, Jack McKinney with the Dr Pepper Museum and Free Enterprise Institute, Ruth Ann 

Rugg with the Texas Association of Museums, Carolyn Spears with the Stone Fort Museum, 

Stephanie Turnham with the Kerrville Museum of Western Art, and Cliff Vanderpool with the 

Panhandle Plains Historical Museum. 

The Commission began work in January 2014 and quickly agreed that many history 

organizations in Texas, regardless of location, are struggling for survival. This struggle is evident 

despite the incredible enthusiasm and effort that both volunteers and professionals bring to their 

 
 

1 
“Welcome to the Summerlee Foundation,” The Summerlee Foundation, accessed August 26, 2015, 

www.summerlee.org. 
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organizations. Hard working people who are dedicated to their missions govern and manage 

Texas history organizations. Yet, dedication and hard work are not enough to guarantee 

sustainability. History museums, historical societies, and preservation organizations still struggle 

for audience and financial support. 

Why do so many organizations struggle? We believe special circumstances make 

financial sustainability more difficult for history organizations than for other disciplines. It is 

important to discuss these special circumstances, because the public has trouble understanding 

why so many history organizations struggle financially in a culture that overtly values history. 

American culture supports the founding of countless state, county, and city history museums; 

television’s History Channel is extremely popular; and almost everyone (especially Texans) 

claims to value their heritage. For volunteers and professionals toiling in the field, these 

superficial indications of history’s popularity can be discouraging when their own organization is 

struggling. The Commission listened to discouragement expressed in such questions as “Why 

can’t we get more people to come to our museum?” “Why is it so hard to get new people to join 

our board?” “Why is it so hard to raise money?” and finally, “What are we doing wrong?” 

We do not believe that most organizations are doing anything wrong. However, there are 

things that most organizations can do better. This report contains both blunt assessments of the 

current situation for organizations and practical suggestions for improvement. Yet, we also want 

to give encouragement by spotlighting some of the extraordinary difficulties that those working 

in history have to overcome. The Commission stands in admiration for those working in the 

field, whether as professionals or volunteers. 

Along with this encouragement comes practical advice for our history colleagues. One of 

the problems that history organizations have is the sheer numbers of such organizations. Often 
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these exist within the same community and each competes for audience and funding. We are 

concerned that there are too many organizations for all of them to remain sustainable. 

The Commission is also concerned about the insufficient planning that often presages the 

founding of new organizations. For these reasons, the following sections are included in this 

document: “Characteristics of Unsustainable Organizations,” and the “Before You Open It: A 

Checklist for Opening New Museums in Historic Buildings.” We hope that our regular 

constituents will read these sections and share them with city planners, convention bureau 

employees, chamber of commerce leaders, city council members, county commissioners, as well 

as park department employees who may be required to plan new history museums. 

For those looking for new approaches to sustainability, we have included discussion of 

mergers, collaborations, new business models, and hallmarks of successful, sustainable 

organizations in the section called “Sustaining Organizations Through Best Practices and New 

Approaches.” Finally, for those organizations who wish to shut down their operations 

responsibly, we have included the chapter on “If It’s Time to Close It.” 

Who should read this manual? 

 

 Trustees, volunteers, and professional staff members who work with any Texas 

historical museum, historical society, preservation group, library, or archives that 

struggles for financial sustainability. 

 Community leaders serving on city councils, county commissions, park 

departments, and other agencies that frequently end up planning new history 

museums, whether by design or default. 
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 Financial supporters of historical organizations, including members of city and 

county governments, responsible for funding decisions and who need guidance in 

evaluating the relative strength of groups applying for funding. 

In conducting this study, chairman Gary Smith visited many regions of the state, toured 

countless museums and historical societies, held public forums, and visited with trustees, staff, 

and volunteers. Other commission members contributed their decades of invaluable experience 

working in Texas history organizations by assisting with the setup of community forums, 

participating in commission meetings, and helping to read and edit this manual. We all join in 

saluting our Texas history colleagues, and hope that this manual is of service to them. 

Finally, we want to offer our gratitude to Summerlee Foundation President, John Crain, 

and Founding President, David Jackson, for their advice and support; Dr. Ron Tyler, Michael 

Duty, Lisa Anderson, and Laura Casey, for reading and critiquing early drafts of the report; 

Melissa Prycer and the Dallas Heritage Village, for their logistical support and advice; and Sarah 

Hambric, for serving as copy editor. 
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Sustaining Organizations through Best 
Practices and New Approaches 

 
 

 
 

What do we mean by the term “sustainable, and what makes a historical organization 

sustainable? Merriam-Webster defines sustainable as ‘able to be used without being completely 

used up or destroyed;”
2 

and “able to last or continue for a long time.” For our purposes, we will 

take that definition and apply it this way: a sustainable organization is one that, through 

beneficial circumstances and good professional practices, generates enough financial and 

community support  to guarantee its continued existence on an indefinite basis. 

What makes some organizations sustainable and others likely unsustainable? The many 

participants in this study hoped for an easy answer to that question, and perhaps a “silver bullet” 

that could then be distributed to all organizations in need. We did not find any easy, single 

solutions, but we did find many characteristics that sustainable organizations have in common. 

What we found is that sustainable history organizations are often positioned well by 

circumstances, and they then engage in best practices of the field and make strategic decisions 

that ensure their sustainability. Sustainable organizations are also are key members of their 

community, and often visionary as they search for new approaches to preserving and sharing the 

significant history under their responsibility. 

“Positioned well by circumstances” refers in part to those organizations that are funded by a 

substantial endowment, or are part of a larger organization that helps to sustain it.  These types of 

 

 

 
 

 

2 
Merriam-Webster Dictionary, accessed October 6, 2015, http://www.merriam- 

webster.com/dictionary/sustainable 
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organizations may or may not be great museums or historical societies, but they are at least 

sustainable because of their ample resources. 

More importantly, “positioned well by circumstances” refers to those historic sites, house 

museums and museums located in historic buildings that are fortunate enough to occupy places 

possessing historical integrity. These are authentic places of historical importance significant 

because of something important that occurred there, or because someone of historical importance 

lived or worked there.  The authentic place or structure has survived to the present and still 

retains enough original historical integrity to be recognizable. This kind of historic place almost 

literally breathes historical authenticity that lends itself to interpretation that can be explained in 

broader historical context. These kinds of places give the organization in charge of it an 

advantage in the quest for sustainability. 

Conversely, those organizations that are devoid of historical significance of place often 

struggle. At the very least, their burden to establish significance that attracts visitors and 

resources is greater. History is hard to sell to the general public anyway, and trying to run an 

organization that does not inherently connect to historical significance is even tougher. 

Texas is blessed with numerous examples of integrity of place. Historic sites like the Alamo, 

although greatly changed since 1836, still evoke a sense of awe. Many history museums and 

historical societies occupy spaces in historic court houses, town halls, and jails. These places 

have immediate historical authenticity that visitors quickly grasp. It takes more to be sustainable 

than historical authenticity of place, but having that authenticity is a good beginning. 

Historical museums located in modern facilities (more common in larger communities) can, 

of course, be very successful, but they have a tougher time establishing historical credibility. In 

these types of organizations, developing a narrative of historical importance connected to 
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broader national trends is vital. Larger museums that fail to do so may be sustainable, but they 

are likely to lag behind competing museums in their communities in attracting visitors and 

resources. 

Beyond the concept of historical integrity, there are a number of other characteristics that 

sustainable organizations seem to have in common.   The following list identifies these steps. 

 

 
1. Strong Leadership with Successful Transitions 

 

Successful organizations, especially in their founding years, benefit from strong leaders. An 

effective leader can face organizational difficulty by proper planning and exhausting all 

resources. Yet, strong leadership dwindles if the organization has not effectively planned for the 

next generation. Strong leadership can make an organization sustainable in the short term, but 

does not guarantee sustainability in the long term. 

Sustainable organizations  have governance leadership that transitioned from the 

founding generation to the third generation at minimum. The emphasis is on the third generation 

because most groups can transition from the founding generation to a second generation. A 

vulnerable time for the second generation occurs when they attempt to transfer the vision and 

energy of a founding board to the next generation. An organization two generations removed 

from its founding has achieved its initial goals, spent all initial funds, and must now redefine its 

purpose and raise new capital. One of the signs of success for an organization is when its first 

generation of leaders makes provisions for a succession of leadership. 

2. Governance According to Best Practices 

 

Sustainable museums operate within generally accepted best practices and from a set of 

adopted core documents. Examples include mission statements, a code of ethics, strategic plans, 
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and collections management. An organization that has adopted these four documents illustrates 

member like-mindedness in regards to the purpose of their organization. It also shows familiarity 

with and support of best practices with trustee governance, and observes best practices of the 

field with historical collections. Successful organizations have effective boards that understand 

their roles and carry them out. Unsuccessful organizations have boards that fail to understand 

their proper role, that interfere with management, do not raise adequate resources for the 

organization, and do not observe terms limits. 

Another challenging issue is the transient nature of boards. Observers agree that many 

boards need training in what their proper roles are, in strategic planning, marketing, and 

fundraising. Even a well-trained board rotates out of office in a few years, necessitating a new 

round of board training. To address this issue, some foundations and organizations such as the 

Center for Nonprofit Management in Dallas offer training programs. However, distance may be 

an issue where needs are most urgent—such as in the small communities spread throughout 

Texas. 

The Texas Historical Commission is one state agency that addresses governance issues. 

 

Yet, in order to be more effective in reaching communities in need, it requires a substantial 

increase in resources and personnel. The Texas Historical Commission needs additional funding 

to reinstate the Museum Assistance Program. This is a valuable program that in previous years 

provided hands-on assistance to small organizations throughout the state. 

The Summerlee Commission recommends that organizations consult best practices as 

articulated by the American Alliance of Museums and the American Association for State and 

Local History. Within the state, the Texas Association of Museums and the Texas Historical 

Commission can provide help. 
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3. Engages in Strategic Planning 

 

Organizations need to be especially purposeful about their activities. They need to 

constantly evaluate and assess their actions. Boards need to engage in strategic planning. This 

strategic planning should assess the organization’s potential, its resources, and the context of its 

community. Planning need not result in a thick master plan that sits on a shelf. The process of 

planning needs to be so common that people no longer consider it a process. Planning should 

always start with a realistic review and assessment of the organization’s mission. An outdated 

mission statement or a mission statement in dispute is often the root cause of many  

organizational problems. 

4. Operates From a Business Plan and Is a Good Steward of Its Resources 

 

Successful organizations operate from a business plan. The business plan must have 

realistic strategies for generating revenue and tracking expenses. Unrealistic budgets contain 

large categories in their income such as “new grant revenue” or “10% increase in membership 

revenue.” A realistic budgets deal with financial data that is obtainable and feasible to maintain. 

A sustainable organization is one where both the board and staff agree on the business 

plan and work together to execute it. The museum prepares while the board reviews regular 

financial reports. The organization also performs an annual independent audit. If public funds are 

part of the organization’s budget, board and staff take great care to ensure the community has 

complete confidence in the organization’s stewardship of its resources. 

5.   Funds Come From a Variety of Sources, Including Some Government Support 

 

Dependable support from a city, county, or state government is a hallmark of sustainable 

museums. History museums need the support of city or county general revenue funds, hotel 
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occupancy taxes, or property taxes. Not only does this support provide a continual base level of 

funding for the museum, it provides confidence in other donors that the museum is permanent. 

Non-profits do best when their funds come from a variety of sources. Dependence on one 

main source of income, whether an annual fund raising event or an outdoor festival, is risky. A 

healthy organization has government support, attendance revenue, membership revenue, annual 

fund revenue, proceeds from special events and festivals, local business support, grant funds 

from local foundations, and revenue from endowment funds. 

Government responsibility for supporting culture and the arts is shrinking. This makes it 

difficult to insist that history organizations need government support, but that support is vital. 

Many history organizations begin with significant city or county support. Even if support 

eventually declines, it is still extremely important. Successful and sustainable history 

organization cannot exist without tax support of their operations. A history organization that 

expects to survive solely on admissions income, events, rentals, and donations will fail. The 

museum and history field need to continue strong advocacy at the state, county and city level. 

They must insist that tax support is necessary for sustainable history organizations. It is essential 

that those engaged in planning are aware of this need for available tax support. 

The sustainable organization actively pursues planned giving, and uses planned gifts to 

build and enhance an endowment. Many history organizations have little or no endowment 

funds, and lack a strategy for building them. Even fewer have active planned giving programs, 

which are simple to begin and implement. History organizations are about heritage and legacies, 

and they should utilize these concepts to their advantage. 
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6. Thoroughly Engaged With Their Community 

 

A sustainable museum engages with its community and this is evident in broad 

community financial, in-kind, and volunteer support. A sustainable organization provides a 

plethora of educational services to its community in the form of exhibits, programs, and events. 

This builds community loyalty. 

A sustainable museum can answer these questions in the affirmative: 

 

a. Does the organization show evidence of being a vital member of its community? 

 

b. Do board and staff members participate in other organizations? 

 

c. Is community support obvious through financial contributions and contributions 

of goods and services? 

d. Is the work of the organization designed to meet the needs of current visitors and 

local audiences, including new immigrants? 

e. Does the local school system support the museum by sending students on field 

trips? 

f. Does the organization participate in History Day? 

 

7. Collaborates With Everyone 

 

A sustainable organization works with the entire community. They collaborate with local 

schools on field trips, cooperate with the local library on research projects or lecture series, join 

forces with the SPCA for a festival or event, enlist music organizations to hold performances at 

their venues, and more. A successful history organization is at the center of community 

activities, is a leader in the community, and a vital part of its history. An organization that does 

this will not be allowed to fail. 
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8. Is a Member of the Digital Age 

 

It is necessary for organizations to have effective, orderly, educational websites. A website 

has moved beyond being a digital brochure. It is the most important gateway to an organization 

and has incredible marketing and fund raising potential. This area has changed so quickly in the 

past decade; therefore, it is one that should be reviewed. The Summerlee Commission 

recommends that boards and staffs recruit digitally skilled members who are comfortable with 

social media, crowd sourcing, and other new ways of presenting organizations. Organizations 

should take advantage of training opportunities wherever available---at community colleges, 

museum and non-profit training seminars, and online opportunities. 

9. Is Careful With Over-Expanding Physical Resources 

 

Balancing capacity with collection size can be a challenge. The hazards of over-expansion 

illustrate the need to have adequate planning and policies in place to help make decisions. Every 

new acquisition spreads precious resources. For those maintaining historical properties, the sole 

issue of deferred maintenance can sink an organization into financial ruin. Organizations can 

increase their chances for long-term survival if they were smaller and more focused, instead of 

growing or expanding. 

10. Is Cautious When Beginning New Organizations 

 

There is a tendency in the history world for groups to establish new organizations without 

sufficient planning for long-term viability. Groups contemplating such a formation should 

consult the checklist in this report to engage in deliberate and realistic planning. Is this new 

organization necessary? What role will it fill in the community that is not or cannot be met by an 

existing organization? How will the new organization govern and support finances in the long 

term? 
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Examples of Organizations Strongly Engaged With Their Communities 

 

Community Engagement is a buzzword in museum circles in recent years. Museums 

benefit from becoming indispensable members of their local communities. History 

organizations need to do a better job of engaging their community. Below are some great 

examples of well-integrated history museums. 

 Brucemore, a National Trust for Historic Preservation Property, is an example of a 

successful historic site in terms of its community involvement. 

http://www.preservationnation.org/travel-and-sites/sites/brucemore.html#.VYsTnrso6Uk 
 

 Lower East Side Tenement Museum, New York, New York. This museum tells the 

stories of 97 Orchard Street. Built on Manhattan's Lower East Side in 1863, this 

tenement apartment building was home to nearly 7000 working class immigrants. 

“They faced challenges we understand today: making a new life, working for a better 

future, starting a family with limited means.”
3 

The museum has achieved wide 

recognition, enormous visitation, and substantial financial support by making smart 

choices and creating connections to their community. 

http://www.tenement.org/about.html 
 

 

 

Innovative Business Planning 

 

With the sheer numbers of history organizations outstripping the ability of their 

communities to support them, the sustainable organization should consider some new ways of 

doing business. 

 
 

3 
“About the Tenement Museum,” Tenement Museum, accessed September 3, 2015, 

http://www.tenement.org/about.html 
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A. New Business Models 

 

Many cities and counties that own historic properties struggle with what to do with 

them. For many years, the assumption was to turn historic properties into museums, but 

innovative organizations are now looking at these historic properties in a new light for 

alternative potential. The goal of these groups is to preserve without that preservation 

becoming burdensome. Historical organizations with visionary leadership can play a key 

role in helping to revitalize their communities while still maintaining history. 

There are several good examples of this revitalization. In 1973, the Galveston 

Historical Foundation established the Strand Revolving Fund. This pioneered the use of 

historic easements on acquired property. They then sold the property for redevelopment. 

This program and other GHF activities gradually transformed the Strand into the vibrant 

preservation and tourism magnet that it is today. 

In Navasota, Texas, city leaders deliberated what to do with the Robert Augustus 

Horlock House. The city-owned historic house museum struggled for attendance, 

funding, and even purpose. In 2014, the Arts Council of the Brazos Valley collaborated 

with the City of Navasota to create the Navasota Artists in Residence program. This 

better utilized the historic home. The program encourages tourism, ensures preservation 

of the historic structure, creates a meeting and event venue for the community, and helps 

to grow the local arts community. For more information: http://acbv.org/programs/artist- 

in-residence/ 
 

B. History In Combination With Other Disciplines 

 

Stand-alone history organizations are not usually sustainable unless they benefit from 

a number of unusual circumstances. One way to preserve collections of important history 
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materials is to fold them in to other non-history organizations such as science, children’s 

or art museums, or libraries. While some history purists might feel that history takes a 

back seat to the dominant collections in these types of settings, they at least provide a 

stable and sustainable environment for the collections. A good example of this in Texas is 

the Fort Worth Museum of Science and History, The Grace Museum in Abilene, and 

San Antonio’s Witte Museum. 

The Fort Collins Museum of Discovery, in Fort Collins, Colorado, provides a 

wonderful example of history folded in to a children’s science museum. Fort Collins is 

also a museum that has extraordinary integration into its local community. This new 

museum is the result of a full merger of a small, private local history museum with a city- 

owned and operated Children’s and Science Center. It is particularly interesting because, 

rather than have separate galleries for history, science, and children’s exhibits, they 

thoroughly integrated all disciplines within their exhibits. Hands-on and immersive 

activities common to children’s and science museums enhance any science or history 

interests. The museum collaborated fully with the Fort Collins community on its exhibit 

planning and programs, which serve a very broad audience. For more information, go to 

this website: http://www.fcmod.org/ 

 

 

C. Sustaining History By Mergers 

 

Concern over the large numbers of history museums, historic house museums, and 

historical societies has led to suggestions that more groups consider combining forces, by 

either formally merging or by entering into strategic collaborations. A number of 
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museums and high profile library and archive operations have combined forces in recent 

years. 

 The Museum of the Confederacy and the American Civil War Center in Richmond, 

Virginia, formally merged in 2013 to form the new American Civil War Museum. 

https://acwm.org/ 

 Cincinnati’s museums have gone through a series of mergers over the past thirty 

years, with the Cincinnati Museum Center most recently combining forces with the 

American Museum of the Underground Railroad. 

https://www.cincymuseum.org/ 
 

 Very recently, the Rosenbach Library and Museum has merged with the 

Philadelphia Library System. 

http://www.rosenbach.org/learn/news/rosenbach-museum-library-completes- 

affiliation-free-library-philadelphia-foundation 
 

Mergers are difficult and complex to assemble. Organizations will do well to 

explore strategic collaborations that stop short of full mergers. There are many good 

materials available to consult. An article by Martha Morris, “A More Perfect Union,” is 

especially succinct and helpful. In her article she notes “mergers can take different forms. 

Sometimes, several separate organizations dissolve to form a new legal entity. Other 

times, an existing nonprofit can acquire one or more others as wholly owned subsidiaries. 

These mergers usually include staff, facilities and/or collections. When the Baltimore 

City Life Museum closed in the 1990s, for example, their collections were transferred to 



Gary N. Smith/Summerlee Commission October 2015 

18 
 

 

 

the Maryland Historical Society. Similarly, the Phoenix Museum of History collections 

were subsumed by the Arizona Science Center in 2009.”
4

 

Mergers are complex and emotional, and can take years to complete. There are 

considerable difficulties in merging board and staff cultures as well as fund raising events 

and community engagement activities. As Morris notes: “Mergers are not always the 

answer.”
5 

A less complex approach is to create an alliance or collaboration among 

organizations to share services. In one successful example, the Tennessee Aquarium in 

Chattanooga has been providing administrative services to the nearby Hunter Museum 

of American Art and Creative Discovery Museum since 2001. The relationship 

extends to joint fundraising and marketing. Museums can also cooperate by collaborating 

on specific projects such as cross marketing, sharing collections, touring exhibitions, or 

joint programming. 

 

The primary motivation of the group is to cultivate sustainability, whether it be 

through a merger, alliance or collaboration. Occasionally the opposite occurs, and 

mergers between two organizations happen when an executive director leaves, or when 

one of the organizations hits a financial low spot. A merger under these conditions 

threatens to combines two small and weak institutions into one large weak institution. 

D. Sustaining History Through Strategic Collaborations Instead of Mergers 

Due to the complexity of mergers, many organizations instead are exploring strategic 

collaborations to share resources and ensure sustainability. 

 East Valley Museum Coalition, Phoenix, Arizona is a coalition, set up in 2014, that 

exists between the Mesa Historical Museum, the Chandler Historical, and the Gilbert 

 
 

4 
Martha Morris, “A More Perfect Union,” Museum , July-August 2012 

5 
Ibid. 
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Historical Museum. In the wake of the closing of the Arizona History Museum in 

Phoenix, these three museums realized the similarities between their missions and 

collections and were able to collaborate strategically. Although not an official merger, 

the three have worked together on exhibits, collection displays, and educational 

programs. 

 Balboa Park Cultural Partnership, San Diego, California is an umbrella group of 

more than two dozen cultural organizations that share a Balboa Park location. They 

collaborate on education programs and symposiums, among other activities. 

http://bpcp.org/ 

 Houston History Partnership, Houston, Texas is a group best known for creating 

an online education resource and holds an annual history conference. 

http://www.houstonhistoryassociation.org/ 

 Legacies Dallas History Conference, Dallas, Texas is a collaboration of many of 

the history organizations in the Dallas area. Their major focus is an annual 

conference, which just completed its 17
th 

year, and a history journal, Legacies, 

published twice a year. 

 Historic Germantown, Pennsylvania is a partnership of sixteen Philadelphia 

houses, destinations and museums, “Historic Germantown tells the stories of 

American Liberty and the everyday people who fought for it, reflecting a 

neighborhood of independence-seekers, community-builders, and American 

Dreamers.”
6 

Their vision statement: “Historic Germantown will be a leader in 

enhancing the economic and cultural development of our community through the 

 

6 
“About Us,” Historic Germantown, accessed September 3, 2015, 

http://www.freedomsbackyard.com/about/ 
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collective voice of its member sites.”
7 

This organization formed to conserve 

numerous historic sites located in one economically challenged area. 

http://www.freedomsbackyard.com/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

7 
Ibid. 
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History As A Third World Country: Why 

History is Difficult to Sustain 
Historian David Lowenthal famously wrote, “The Past is a Foreign Country.”

8 
We 

propose that the past, specifically the field of history, is like a third world country. History stands 

apart from the rest of the cultural world, works with less public interest, has fewer resources than 

other disciplines, and includes special circumstances that create challenges for history 

organization leaders. All cultural non-profit organizations face unique quandaries to survive the 

competitive business climate. History organizations encounter these, but also face an additional 

set of challenges specific to organizations that work in the realm of preserving and interpreting 

history. 

Although the economy has since largely recovered, the recent recession hit history 

organizations especially hard and many continue to struggle. Some weakened permanently, now 

operating at reduced levels with the prospects for long-term sustainability in question. Others 

achieved relative stability and discovered how to operate in this “new normal” environment of 

reduced resources. The resilience of history organization leadership is extraordinary, but relative 

to other non-profits and cultural organizations, the history field is lingering in a state of malaise. 

Oxford Dictionaries defines malaise as a “general feeling of discomfort, illness, or 

uneasiness whose exact cause is difficult to identify.”
9 

This feeling persistently subsists among 

those in the history field, regardless of their depth of dedication. This essay addresses the reasons 

behind the malaise and offers practical advice to organizations that are struggling. Later sections 

 

 
 

 

8 
David Lowenthal, The Past Is a Foreign Country. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). 

9 
Oxford University Press Dictionary, Accessed September 2, 2015. 

http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/us/definition/american_english/malaise 
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of this manual examine the characteristics common to struggling history organizations, 

financially and structurally sound establishments, and explore new ways of doing business. 

Large Numbers of History Organizations but History Has a Limited Audience 

History organizations far outnumber any other type of cultural organization. According to 

the Texas Historical Commission, there are more than 900 history organizations in Texas 

alone.
10  

In 2014, the Institute for Museum and Library Services concluded that there were over 

35,000 museums in the country, with more than half of those classified as history museums.
11

 

 

On the surface, this would seem to indicate popularity. Opinion polls generally reflect 

people value heritage and heritage sites. Many cite heritage tourism as evidence of the public’s 

inherent interest in history. Most Texans are very proud of Texas heritage. Interests include the 

Alamo, San Jacinto, and the History Channel as substantiation. Many people are interested in 

their own family heritage as well. People like knowing that their community heritage is 

preserved. However, this does not translate into active interest or support of Texas history 

museums or other history organizations. Accessibility to heritage is not compelling enough. Nor 

does it communicate the ongoing attention or care taking required to maintain these 

establishments. 

The sheer volume of history museums, historic house museums, and historical societies 

splinters potential audiences, confuses the public and funders, and pits organizations against each 

other to compete for board members, volunteers, community support, school field trips, and 

funding. The quantity of organizations is an issue that other disciplines do not have to deal with. 

Rural counties containing one art museum, without a children’s museum or science museum, 

 
 

10 
“Fast Facts,” Texas Historical Commission, last modified January 12, 2015. 

http://www.thc.state.tx.us/about/fast-facts 
11 

Justin Grimes, C. Arturo Manjarrez, Kim A. Miller, and Deanne W. Swan, “Museum Universe Data File,” 

Institute of Museum and Library Services, December 2014, 

http://www.imls.gov/research/museum_universe_data_file.aspx 
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might possess a dozen or more history organizations. These organizations have distinct missions, 

collections, and historic properties to maintain. They feel justified maintaining separate 

organizations. However, the low level of attendance and financial support attests to the 

difficulties so many organizations face. 

Anecdotal conversations, professional conference presentations, and articles in 

professional journals all agree that attendance for history museums, especially historic house 

museums, is down. Attendance has been down for years at the large historic villages like 

Colonial Williamsburg. Small museums around the country suffer as well. Attendance for most 

history museums peaked in 1976 and has been steadily declining since.
12 

Recent studies of the 

arts have also noted similar trends among art museums, ballets, operas, and symphonies, 

indicating long-term demographic shifts of civic pastimes are underway.
13 

Again, history 

continues to lag significantly behind these other areas in attendance and funding. 

Important Collections Supported By Too Few Resources 

 

History leaders voice concerns that too many small historical organizations care 

for too many important materials while competing for too little support. This concern 

was great enough in the 1980s that the Summerlee Foundation chartered the first 

Summerlee Commission in 1989-90 to assess the state of history collections, 

organizations, and the teaching of Texas history in schools. This study confirmed that 

rural historical organizations hold the largest number of historical collections. These are 

the very organizations that have the fewest resources to care for them.
14

 

 

History organizations in larger communities have fared better. Many obtained 
 

 
 

 

12 
Carson, Cary. “The End of History Museums: What’s Plan B?” Public Historian, (November 2008) 

13 
National Endowment for the Arts Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, NEA Research Report #57, 

September 2013. 
14 

The Report of the Summerlee Commission on Texas History, LaPorte, Texas, Summerlee Foundation, 1992. 
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accreditation by the American Alliance of Museums. These museums have access to 

resources that are unavailable in smaller communities. In the twenty-five years since the 

first Summerlee Commission, small organizations have made important headway in the 

care of their collections. General awareness of professional standards for caring for 

collections is significantly higher than in 1990. However, resources needed to provide 

adequate physical storage and hire professional staff is still lagging. Smaller 

communities may lack prominent corporations, wealthy individuals or foundations that 

often support such organizations in larger communities. These are vital resources for 

history museums. Yet, in rural areas, these resources are limited and generally take a 

back seat to other community needs. As the urbanization of America continues, 

multitudes of museums remain in rural areas where they often face a lack of needed 

resources. 

History and the Broken Model of the Public-Private Partnership 

 

The model of public-private shared responsibility for the restoration and/or relocation of 

historical properties helped to establish many history organizations in the past 60 years. These 

arrangements generally provide tax support for public financial assistance and couple private 

management of the property with a public museum. Although these partnerships worked well for 

many years, they are now failing as cash-strapped local governments gradually curtail and 

sometimes abandon their agreements. This has created a cycle of poverty resembling this 

scenario: a historical property is saved, restored, and enthusiastically opened to the public, but 

with little thought for long-term care and financing. The initial thrill of the grand opening soon 

fades, and the reality of day-to-day operations and repair cycles sets in. Public funding gradually 

declines. Private funding to fill the gap is hard to find. “Annual maintenance” gradually turns 
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into “deferred maintenance.” This eventually accumulates into astronomical repair bills that are 

beyond the capability of fundraising. This result is evident with many historical properties.
15

 

The decline of public funding exposes the underlying flaw in the business model of 

history organizations that base their operations in historic structures: most of the emphasis 

focuses on securing the building, restoring it, and opening it “for tours.” The public believes that 

most museums pay for operations with admissions income, which is not true. Only in rare cases 

can a history museum be famous enough to draw several hundred thousand visitors a year, 

therefore allowing it to fund its operations from admissions. An example of this exception is the 

Sixth Floor Museum in Dallas, Texas. The Alamo has traditionally funded its operations through 

gift shop sales, as it does not charge an admission fee. The Bob Bullock State History Museum 

has a business model that largely funds its operations through IMAX theater ticket sales and 

facility rentals in addition to admissions. An ordinary, local history museum will not be able to 

survive on admission income and occasional wedding rentals. Too many museums are set up 

with a business model of “build it and they will come.” This assumption generally does not 

work. 

Over-Expansion—A Tendency for Many History Museums 

 

History organizations created with flawed business models often compound 

their troubles by taking on too much. With little attention paid to long-term 

maintenance needs, many over-expand due to the inability to resist the temptation to 

save another building. Even a “free” building soon becomes a huge obligation for any 

organization. Many organizations also acquire too many buildings, blinded by the 

relative ease of procuring acquisition and restoration funds. Just as large history 

 

15 
Gary N. Smith, “House Museum Partnerships with Local Governments: A Broken Model?” History News, Spring 

2011. 
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organizations have seen that new visitor centers and expanded galleries do not 

necessarily increase attendance, smaller organizations generally do not improve 

attendance with collection or property additions. Over-expansion not only includes the 

over-acquisition of property and buildings, but also includes accepting too many 

collections and archives. These often require additional staff and may not be 

supportable long term. 

The Generational Effect and Losing the Cause 
 

The special circumstances of history organizations come into sharper focus when 

examined through the lens of institutional life cycles. Many history organizations were founded 

by a group motivated to preserve a building or site, other times by an individual with a collection 

of historical materials or a house. Beyond the impulse to commemorate, this urge to preserve 

occurs in response to the threat of losing communal heritage. Museums established for these 

reasons benefit from the passion and hard work of their founding members. This drive works 

well to raise the initial money needed to establish the museum, save the building, and 

occasionally secure commitments for local government funding. The cause fuels the energy and 

initially there is real initiative and motivation. 

Eventually, they must transition to the next generation of leaders. With the building or 

collection now saved and the museum open, the board, volunteers and/or staff then shift 

emphasis to cataloging the collections, installing changing exhibits, hosting school field trips, 

and raising annual funds. The mundane tasks involved with running a museum is now the cause. 

Yet, in truth, that cause is a necessity and fulfilling that necessity rarely generates the passion 

associated with founding a museum. 
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As the museum’s first generation of enthusiastic leaders begins to fade away, the museum 

enters an extremely challenging period. A successful museum will now recruit the next 

generation of leaders and hire professional staff. This new generation of leaders may do well for 

a period of years, but subsequent generations of board members and volunteers will struggle. 

These leaders are now two generations removed from the original fervor that propelled the 

museum into existence. The perceived relevance of the museum to the community is no longer 

strong. 

Now the struggling organization enters the last stage of its life cycle. Museums that have 

served their purpose of preserving the history of their community but have not successfully 

transitioned leadership, built a contemporary constituency, or are supported financially by the 

current community may be candidates for closing. 

The entire non-profit world has gone through an extraordinarily difficult time, 

but history organizations have a special set of obstacles to confront. History 

organizations are too numerous, and too clustered in rural areas that lack resources to 

support them. Often founded with little understanding of the difficulties inherent in 

preserving and operating historic properties on a business-like basis, they fight losing 

battles to keep their properties from further deterioration and struggle to locate the next 

generation of leaders. Despite these difficulties, history lovers in local communities 

continue to plunge headlong into new preservation projects. With so many 

organizations struggling for funding and attendance, it is fundamentally important that 

community leaders be aware of these special circumstances to ensure future problems 

are mitigated or avoided. 
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Characteristics of Unsustainable 
Organizations 

 
 

Carol Kammen’s 2009 article, An Abundance of History, summed up the issue well: there 

are many thousands of history museums across the country.
16 

Many are in precarious position for 

a variety of reasons: lack of funding, lack of new leadership to replace aging board members, the 

overwhelming burden of caring for deteriorating physical structures, etc. These difficulties, taken 

together, can spell trouble for an organization’s long-term sustainability. 

In general, unattached or stand-alone history museums, are most vulnerable. By 

unattached or stand alone, we mean history museums or historic houses organized as separate 

501 © 3 organizations and not part of a larger organization, or affiliated with a larger museum or 

university. Many historic house museums, whether in small towns or large cities, are stand-alone 

history museums. Because their history is mostly local, these museums usually do not entice 

enough tourist traffic or local support to fund their own operations without significant support or 

affiliation with larger organizations. 

History organizations that expect to fund themselves without the benefit of funding 

assistance from city or county budgets, Hotel Occupancy Tax funds, or contributed utilities are 

extremely vulnerable. Few museums are able to fund their operations entirely from earned 

income and private philanthropy. Income from admissions and event rentals, typically the heart 

of a small museum’s calculated stream of income, makes up only a minor part of a museum’s 

budget. This is also true for many larger operations. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

16 
Carol Kammen, “An Abundance of History,” History News 64, no. 3 (2009): 3-4. 
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Local museums typically only attract local audiences. Historic houses affiliated with 

famous inhabitants will only be able to draw a certain number of out of town tourists. A historic 

house belonging to an early local pioneer family will not. 

A larger issue is that most local history museums display their collections with little 

connection to larger state and national historical themes. Strictly local history may not be 

compelling enough to guarantee survival. If the museum is not fortunate enough to have state or 

national significance, then it must make an effort to place its history in a larger context. 

Museums dominated by a founder or founding board that does not cultivate the next 

generation of leaders will find it hard to sustain a board of trustees in the future. Founding board 

members often have an overriding sense of mission and purpose, frequently related to saving a 

historic building or opening a new museum in an old courthouse. They have all-consuming 

dedication and zeal, are willing to work night and day towards their goal, and will often serve as 

a museum’s main governance and leadership for years, if not decades. Yet, what happens when 

they are unable to continue their work, or if they did not make a conscious effort to recruit the 

next generation of leadership? This is a vulnerable time in the life of a museum and many falter. 

Museums that are isolated from their local community and community leaders will not 

have support when they need it. Successful museums are well integrated into community life. 

History museums and historical societies that do not involve the community are perceived by 

others as opaque, and make little impact on the community’s cultural life. More attempts to 

include the community in their leadership, to hold programs and events of interest, and to 

integrate themselves into the life of their community create successful lifelines for future 

sustainability. 
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Museums that memorialize their founding generation of ancestors and have stagnant 

collections or exhibits with programs that are out of touch with changing population 

demographics will struggle for visitors and funding. A common characteristic of history 

museums is that collections and exhibits commemorate the founding of the community, its local 

agriculture and business, and its business and civic leaders. Public programs and events usually 

mirror these themes. As communities across the country diversify both culturally and ethnically, 

museums must develop an appeal to their present community. Otherwise, their collections and 

programs will be increasingly out of step with the modern public. In Texas, even small 

communities are seeing demographic changes such as a significant addition of Spanish speaking 

citizens. Are local museums making every effort to reflect these new communities? 

Museums that over-expand, over acquire, and otherwise grow beyond what they can 

manage will find it difficult to sustain their operations. This is a common problem related to the 

“founding board member” issue. A fired-up first generation, flushed with success in saving 

buildings and adding new exhibit wings, but not yet faced with the inevitable repair and 

maintenance issues that will come, will often over build. Many museums that over-expand their 

physical plants in their formative years leave an impossible burden for the next generation of 

museum leaders. 

Finally, museums founded for the “wrong reasons” will struggle for purpose and 

community support. These include museums founded by convention and visitor bureaus hoping 

for an economic catalyst. Museum founded for these reasons lack a real cause to motivate and 

unite volunteers, often creating an unreasonable burden of expectations for financial success. 

Very few history museums can live up to this expectation. Museum s established with funding 
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from a local city or county government with unrealistic hopes of instant tourism will quickly find 

growing frustration from government officials, cutbacks, or even the discontinuation of funding. 

Communities that are already struggling to support several history organizations might 

assess their organizations with the above perils in mind. Those contemplating opening a new 

historic house museum or other history organization should keep these in mind and assess their 

own chances for success. 
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Before You Open It: A Checklist for 
Planning New Museums in Historic 
Buildings 

 
 

At this very moment, there are history enthusiasts considering founding a new history 

museum in a historic building or historic house museum. Before your group takes the 

momentous step of setting up a history organization responsible for maintaining important 

structures and artifacts in trust for the public, please consider the following questions: 

 

 

Write a short paragraph about why you are opening a new museum. What will it 

contribute to the community? Can another existing group perform the functions of 

this museum? Who is the main audience for the museum? Who would make up 

secondary audiences? 

 

 

Next, consider these important issues: 

 

 

 

A. Mission/Purpose/Importance 

 

1. What is the purpose/mission of the museum? In other words, what are you going to 

do, and who for, or with? 

2. Does the community want this new museum? How has the community indicated its 

desire for it and demonstrated its intent to support it? 

3. Is the property historically important? Did anything famous/notorious occur there? 

 

Did anyone famous live there? 

 

4. Does the building and site substantially retain its historical integrity? 



Gary N. Smith/Summerlee Commission October 2015 

33 
 

 

 
 

5. Is there any historical importance that would be a draw to anyone outside of the 

immediate community? 

6. What important history can be taught at your site that is not being taught elsewhere 

already or could not be taught anywhere else? 

7. Does the property qualify for any designations like the National Register of Historic 

Places or the Registered Texas Historic Landmark designation? Are there any local 

designations? 

 

 

For assistance with determining historical importance, consult the National Register of Historic 

Places listing of categories: http://www.achp.gov/nrcriteria.html 

 

 

B. Property and Condition 

 

1. What is the property? (House, commercial building, farm building, etc.) 

 

2. What is its primary construction? (Brick, wood frame, etc.) 

 

3. Where is the property located? What context is it in (residential, rural, commercial, 

etc.)? 

4. Has it recently been occupied? 

 

5. What was its most recent use? 

 

6. What condition is it in? 

 

7. Are changes in the property so extensive that most of the historic integrity is gone? 

 

Are any such changes permanent or reversible? 

 

8. Does it have working electricity, air conditioning/heating, and plumbing? 

 

9. Does the roof leak? 
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10. Does it show evidence of shifting/settling of the foundation? 

 

11. How much land is included? How much has the landscape changed from what it was 

during the period of significance? Is restoration of the landscape to the period of 

significance possible? 

12. What about accessibility and parking? 

 

C. Furnishings, Collections, Archives 

 

1. Does the property include relevant furnishings—furnishings that belonged to the 

principal occupant? 

2. Are the furnishings important? Are they related to the mission/purpose of the 

museum and the importance of the house? 

3. Are there furnishings that are not in the structure---stored elsewhere? 

 

4. What condition are the furnishings in? 

 

5. Are there other important materials such as photographs, documents, and books? 

 

6. Where would collections be stored if not needed for an exhibit? If off-site, what 

would be the cost? 

D. Operations and Finances as a Museum 

 

1. What do you envision will happen at this museum? 

 

2. What days/hours do you contemplate the museum being open? 

 

3. What is the main source of income for the museum? 

 

a. If the city/county, is there capital funding to establish the museum and 

 

b. Will there be operations funds provided by the city/county on an annual basis 

to run the museum? 

c. Who would pay for the utilities? 
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4. What other sources of income are there? 

 

5. Is there any endowment included with the property? 

 

6. Is there a business plan for the museum and have a capital and operations budget been 

prepared? 

7. What are the costs of locating a museum here? What are the property taxes, if any? 

 

What about insurance for the house and collections? 

 

8. What other costs should be considered? 

 

9. Who will actually work at the museum and operate it? 

 

10. Are there readily available volunteers? 

 

E. Governance 

 

1. Who will govern the museum? Private board, public governmental agency or 

department, etc.? 

2. Has the non-profit organization registered with the State of Texas and the Internal 

Revenue Service? 

3. If private, how many people will serve  and what experience do they bring with them? 

 

4. If public, what department, and do they have other cultural facilities in their domain? 

 

5. If public/private partnership, what provisions will be made in writing to secure 

continued city support over what period of years? 
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F. Alternatives 

1. After answering all of the above questions, look again at your answer to this question: 

why are you starting a new museum? Do you believe that what you are doing is not 

and cannot be done by any other group or organization? 

2. Finally, consider the possible alternatives to starting a new museum available through 

the Texas Historical Commission. There are other ways to preserve and interpret 

history: 

http://www.thc.state.tx.us/public/upload/publications/Alternatives%20to%20Starting 

%20a%20Museum%20Medallion%20Article%202013.pdf 
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If it is Time to Close It: Considerations 
for Dissolving an Organization 

 
 

When is it time to close? 

 

An organization should consider closing at the point where the reasons for staying open no 

longer outnumber the reasons for closing. Generally, places consider closing when: 

 They can no longer attract people willing to serve on the board 

 

 The financial liabilities of operating are consistently larger than the museum’s abilities to 

raise funds. 

 The organization is in long-term debt, with no reasonable way to get out of it. 

 

 Community support, as measured in attendance, volunteers, and financial support has 

dwindled to insignificant levels 

 The organization determines that its mission is unnecessary and/or the organization is no 

longer able to accomplish it. 

The last point of determining a mission unnecessary deserves further discussion. In the 

business world, it is typical for companies to thrive for a number of years and then to close their 

doors for lack of business. This lack of business might be from bad business practices, but it 

could also be because of the changing needs and desires of the customer base, a decline in the 

local economy or any number of factors not the fault of the business. In the business world, a 

company in this situation might restructure, merge with another business, or simply go out of 

business. 

We find this same concept hard to accept in the non-profit world. Once we establish a non- 

profit organization, we assume that it will operate in perpetuity. Perpetuity in non-profit 

businesses probably does not make any more sense than it does in the for-profit world. A history 
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organization that is founded, promotes and teaches history over a period of years, and helps 

educate a new generation of local citizens should be deemed a success whether it eventually 

closes its doors or not. It may simply have reached the end of its mission’s usefulness to the 

community. In which case, closing is not something to be ashamed of. 

How to Dissolve a Non-Profit Organization in Texas 

 

Fortunately, there are abundant resources to guide organizations that reach the point of 

dissolution. Dissolving the organization is a straightforward process. The more challenging part 

comes with disposing of any historical collections. In reading the information, summarized 

below, three things stand out: 

1. Contact the Secretary of State’s Office in Texas, because they have jurisdiction over 

objects held in trust for the public (most museum artifacts are). 

2. The organization should have the advice of an attorney 

 

3. Trustees should not be under the illusion that the dissolution of the non-profit and the 

responsible disposition of history collections are quick or easy. The museum, historical 

society, or library has objects important to the community. Therefore, at the very least it 

has an ethical responsibility to make sure that the disposal occurs gracefully. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Resources 
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There are many resources available on the internet from groups like Nolo, the American 

Association for State and Local History (AASLH), and there is even a Dissolving a Non-Profit 

for Dummies book. 

 Nolo http://www.nolo.com/about.html outlines the process a step at a time. 
 

NOLO advises: “Texas’s laws for nonprofits are contained within its more general 

Business Organizations Code and are unique and complex. You are strongly urged to 

consult with a lawyer to obtain additional information regarding the winding up and 

termination of a Texas nonprofit corporation.”
17

 

 The DFW Philanthropy Conference has sample forms to be used to guide a non-profit 

through the board process of dissolution: 

http://www.dfwphilanthropyconference.com/dfw/assets/2012/handouts/2012-dfw-phil- 

conf-handout-ann-abbe-dissoulution-documents.pdf 
 

 Board Source has a publication called The Nonprofit Board Answer Book. It has a 

chapter called “When Should a Nonprofit Organization Consider Closing up Shop? 

Practical Guide for Board Members and Chief Executives.” This is the Expanded Edition 

from 2002. Order it directly from Board Source. 

 The IRS has information, including the Non-Profit Termination Form: 

http://www.irs.gov/Charities-&-Non-Profits/Termination-of-an-Exempt-Organization 

 Texas Secretary of State’s Office: http://www.sos.state.tx.us/corp/forms/652_boc.pdf 
 

 The National Trust for Historic Preservation has published a Historic House 

Closedown Checklist: http://blog.preservationnation.org/wp- 

content/uploads/2011/09/CloseDown-Checklist.pdf 
 
 

 

17 
David. M. Steingold, “How to Dissolve a Nonprofit Corporation in Texas,” Nolo.com, accessed September 3, 

2015, http://www.nolo.com/legal-encyclopedia/how-dissolve-nonprofit-corporation-texas.html 
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 The National Trust’s Best Practices for Preservation Organizations Involved in 

Easement and Land Stewardship discusses closing a historic house museum and 

recommends, “the preservation organization fulfill its mission by ensuring that the 

property is adequately protected before conveying it out of public ownership, usually 

through a historic preservation easement.”
18

 

 A further discussion of the ethics involved with closing a museum is found in the 

American Alliance of Museums publication, “Museum: Ethical Considerations for 

Museum Closures”, by Amy Rogers Nazarov, Museum, July-August 2009; and “Death 

With Dignity.” 

 The American Association for State and Local History (AASLH) Committee on 

Professional Standards and Ethics published an ethics position paper, “When A History 

Museum Closes”, in the Summer 2007 issue of History News. 

What Happens to the Historical Collections? 
 

The issue that haunts everyone in the history field is the ultimate disposition of historical 

collections. This is a very sensitive subject because of the importance of collections to their 

community and the fact that, in many cases, the donors of these materials are still alive. 

As is often the case, a museum may not have a complete record of its collections, making it 

difficult to prove ownership, much less dispose of these items. The latest edition of “A Legal 

Primer on Managing Museum Collections,” by Marie C. Malaro and Ildiko Pogany DeAngelis 

has a chapter on “Objects Found in the Collections.” Among many other important points are 

these: 

 

 
 

18 
Tom Mayes, “Closing a House Museum: From Lemons to Lemonade,” PreservationNation Blog, September 23, 

2011, http://blog.preservationnation.org/2011/09/23/closing-a-house-museum-from-lemons-to- 

lemonade/#.VekjBBFVhBc 
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 A museum can transfer custody of objects without transferring legal title. This may occur 

when it is determined that the likelihood of a claimant is remote and the burden of proof 

would be on the claimant. 

 Low market value may suggest that there is not likely to be a claimant for an object. 

 

 Many states have abandoned property laws that may help to establish ownership of 

undocumented object 

The AASLH has a Technical Leaflet that details the legal and ethical responsibilities of 

history organizations that dissolve and dispose of collections assets: 

http://download.aaslh.org/history+news/ethics_paper_no2.pdf 

The issue of the responsible disposition of historical collections is important enough to 

have state level involvement. For a quick summary of what happened to the collections of 

several museums that closed in the past few years: http://hyperallergic.com/84447/resting-in- 

pieces-the-scattered-fate-of-closed-museums/ 
 

How big an issue is it? No one knows at this point. There are anecdotal accounts of 

museums that have gone out of business or simply shut their doors. What is happening to the 

collections, and what would responsible options be? This issue deserves further study. 
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Are You Sustainable: A Self-Directed 
Assessment Tool 

 
 

What: This self-directed assessment tool provides opportunities for discussion and 

benchmarking for board, staff, and organization leaders. 

Who Should Take It: This tool is a group exercise, with a group of staff and board addressing 

each question jointly. A discussion of each point, including agreement on a point score, will lead 

to productive discussions. It will also help those with less experience and/or knowledge of the 

organization to be on the same page as the organization’s leaders. If a group exercise is not 

possible, an organization may have its leaders take this survey individually, to compare and 

discuss their notes at a later meeting. Either way, this is a tool to make general assessments of 

an organization’s strengths and weaknesses. 

How To Take It: Each question asks you to make a determination ranking of anywhere between 

1 and 5. In all cases, a 1 will indicate “no” or “disagree strongly.” A 5 will indicate “yes” and 

“agree strongly.” 

Interpreting Your Results: Calculate your points for each section and add your sum to discover 

your total. The final page of this document contain suggestions for how to interpret your 

results. 
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Public Trust and Accountability (40 points possible) 

Our organization has identified primary and secondary audiences. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization is a good member of the neighborhood. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization is open / inclusive to participation by diverse audiences. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Our organization operates with transparency in all aspects of operations. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Other organizations invite our leaders, board and staff, to participate 1 2 3 4 5 
in their programs or serve in other capacities. 

 
If our organization closed, the community would miss our presence. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our organization actively collaborates with other organizations, including 
non-history organizations. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our organization is known, visited by, and supported by local government 
leaders. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Your Point Total: 
 
 

 

Leadership, Governance, and Human Capital (60 points possible) 

Our organization’s leadership is well aware of best practices of the field. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our board has moved beyond the first generation of leaders. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization has a relatively easy time in recruiting board members. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization has board term limits and enforces them. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Our board members represent a mix of experienced and new members. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Our board’s demographic makeup reflects that of our community 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our board members clearly understand their roles and responsibilities. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our board and staff, especially the executive director, work well together. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Our organization has adopted a code of ethics and reviews it with every new 
board member. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

The work of our organization is well supported by volunteers. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Key staff members (if any) are well qualified and well supported by the 
organization. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Key staff members are encouraged and supported in participating in 
professional development opportunities. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Your Point Total: 
 
 

 

Mission, Planning, and Public Engagement (50 points possible) 

The organization’s mission is well known inside / outside the organization. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

The mission is easy to understand and inspiring. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
The organization has a vision statement that is inspiring. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our organization’s leadership is unified in its understanding of the mission. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Our organization regularly engages in planning beyond routine planning, 
i.e., strategic and long range planning. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our organization is well known in the community. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization actively promotes itself through traditional and social media. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Staff members are adept at using modern media. 1 2 3 4 5 
 
Our organization makes good use of social media and the internet to reach 
a wide audience. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Our organization’s web site is up to date and easy for the public to use. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Your Point Total: 
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Education, Exhibits, and Interpretation (30 points possible) 
 

The collections, exhibits, and programs are not dominated by the pioneer 1 2 3 4 5 
era and agricultural history of our region. 

 

The history of our community, as taught in our organization, relate to 1 2 3 4 5 
state and national historical trends. 

 
Our exhibits and programs are well attended and supported by the 1 2 3 4 5 
local community. 

 
Our organization receives loans of material, financial support, and in-kind 1 2 3 4 5 
donations for exhibits and programs. 

 

The local school system plans student field trips to our organization. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization participates in a local history day. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Your Point Total: 
 
 
 

Collections Stewardship (25 points possible) 
 

Our historical collections are cared for according to best practices of the field. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our historical collections represent the current demographics of 
the community. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Community members regularly offer new materials to our organization. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our historical collections are easily located and accessible by staff 
and qualified researchers. 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our organization uses computerized methods such as Past Perfect to care for 
and access its historical collections. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
 

Your Point Total: 
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Financial Stability (50 points possible) 
 

Our organization is a responsible steward of the money it receives/spends. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization prepares regular financial statements that are reviewed 1 2 3 4 5 
by staff and board. 

 

Our organization generally has a balanced budget. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization has a sufficient endowment fund and/or reserve fund to 
withstand an emergency. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Our organization has a planned giving program that adds money to the 
endowment. 1 2 3 4 5 

Our organization has an annual independent audit. 1 2 3 4 5 

Our board and staff work together to generate revenue for the organization. 1 2 3 4 5 

Board members make personal donations and actively solicit gifts for the 
organization 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Our organization receives annual funds from the city, county, or state. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Our organization receives steady financial and in-kind support from the public.     1 2 3 4 5 
 

Your Point Total: 
 
 

 

Facilities Care (15 points possible) 
 

Our organization is a good steward of its facilities. 
 
Our organization has resources to monitor and take care of routine 

1 2 3 4 5 

maintenance issues. 1 2 3 4 5 

If major capital repairs are needed, we have one or more reliable sources 
for those funds. 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

 
Your Point Total: 

 

Point Total for All Sections: 
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Evaluating Your Score 
 

There are 270 possible points. A total score of 200 or more indicates that your organization is 
doing well and is likely sustainable. A score of at least 189 is a positive response in the 70% 
range, which is the minimum level indicating future sustainability. A score below 125 shows 
that your organization needs to have a serious discussion regarding its strengths and 
weaknesses, including how to address weaknesses. 

 
Scores may vary by area, but you might regard a 70% level as being a good starting point. 

 
 
Public Trust and Accountability (40 points possible---70% =28 

 

Leadership and Governance (60 points possible---70% = 42) 

Mission, Planning, and Public Engagement (50 points possible---70% = 35) 

Education, Exhibits, and Interpretation (30 points possible---70% =21) 

Collections Stewardship (25 points possible---70% = 18) 

Financial Stability (50 points possible—70% = 35) 
 

Facilities Care (15 points possible---70% = 11) 
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101
Ideas for New Revenue 

at History Organizations



WHAT COULD YOU 
DO WITH A LITTLE 
MORE CASH FLOW? 

It has been AASLH’s role for the past
almost eighty years to gather fresh
ideas from successful programs and
practices and share them with
members. By necessity, all corners of
the profession develop innovative
ways to deal with financial,
programming, community, and other
challenges that arise daily for history
organizations of all sizes. Individual
institutions, however, get so busy that
they can miss the solutions already
discovered by their colleagues. 

AASLH presents here 101 ideas for
generating new streams of revenue
supplied by colleagues from around
the history field. We thank the many
AASLH volunteers and members who
shared their ideas for this document.
In particular, we thank the State
Historical Administrators Meeting, a
group of state history leaders which
meets annually to exchange ideas and
discuss major issues, for starting this
project off with the first batch of
tested tips. We also thank members
of the AASLH Council and Historic
House and Small Museum Affinity
Group Committees for their
contributions to the project. 

All corners of the
profession develop
innovative ways to
deal with the
challenges that arise
daily for history
organizations of all
sizes. Individual
institutions,
however, get so busy
that they can miss
the solutions already
discovered by their
colleagues. 
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LET US COUNT THE WAYS . . . 
1. Establish a “suggested donation” admission program in place of a free 
admission program. 

2. Start a pre-school program at your site; many of the families involved will join 
your organization at the “family” level of membership. 

3. Do a special 18th-, 19th-, or 20th-century “date night” event where couples try 
period-authentic courtship rituals, dances, and writing different types of love 
letters to their partner. Eighteenth century? Seal the letters with wax for couples 
to open later. Schedule the event early enough in the evening that couples can 
go out to dinner afterwards. 

4. Make classroom and auditorium space available for rent to other nonprofits 
and businesses in your community. 

5. Find a local winery to create a special edition wine for sale at your site and 
share the returns. 

6. Install coin-operated lockers. You can buy them online in a stack of various 
sizes. Twelve lockers rented for $.50 each, three times a day, six days a week, 
over fifty weeks a year is $5,400. 

 7. Partner with Ancestry.com to digitize your records and work out a deal for 
residents or members to have limited-time free access. 

9. Create an opening reception for trustees and advisory council anytime there 
is an exhibition, and line up local businesses to be the sole sponsor to cover full 
cost of the event. Include special incentives for the sponsor including signage, 
employee tickets to the event or exhibit, and logo placement on exhibit 
literature. 

8. Create a simple form to send to special event 
rental clients who are owed their full security 
deposit after the event that gives them the 
option of donating it in whole or part as a tax- 
deductible contribution.  
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10. Establish digitization agreements with a variety of major library resource 
vendors, including ProQuest, ProjectMuse, JSTOR, Newsbank, Cengage, Ancestry, 
Family Search and the Google Books Project, which in many circumstances 
includes both the royalties and complimentary licensee for new electronic 
resources.  

11. Can you rent out your facility every Sunday to a church group that does not 
have its own building? One site does this and generates $35,000 annually. Lots 
of church congregations across the country are interested in renting space. 

12. Have a full-service conservation center and run it on a pay-for-itself basis. 

13. If your organization does not offer planned giving, research the topic and 
begin offering it as another option for donors. 

14. Host a classic movie night in the 
museum or on the lawn. Charge 
admission or make admission free and 
charge for snacks that fit the movie 
theme.

15. Offer a Civil War bus tour, which is always popular for history buffs.  

16. Bring in a consultant to assess all of your retail operations and help you to 
segment your offerings based on the specific customers at each retail location. 
One organization that did this tailored its products to customers and is on track 
to increase revenue 45% this fiscal year.   

17. Establish your own online store on your website for history-related items, 
especially ones unique to your organization or locale. 

18. Create and sell a small boat cruise tour, with your (and neighboring) historic 
sites as the places along the route. 

19. License and continue to sell visual materials on your website and through a 
non-exclusive licensing agreement with Getty Images, which generates new 
revenue.  
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20. Pay for scanning equipment with a grant or other funding for a specific large 
project, and subsequently, use that equipment to handle additional smaller 
scanning projects for other agencies or entities, and charge them a fee for 
doing so.  

21. Have a tiny museum, tiny kitchen, tiny whatever-room or whatever-location 
concert, modeled on NPR’s Tiny Desk concert idea, featuring local musicians in a 
cozy space. This uses your location’s uniqueness and broadens your audience, 
by featuring a special experience.  

22. Open some of your historic sites 
for family camping.

23. Do a regular analysis comparing your services to other entities in your area 
or state to be sure you are not undervaluing things such as space and event 
rentals and admission prices for walk-ins and school groups. 

24. Work with area scouting groups to offer badge workshops and/or modify 
existing programming to align with Scout badge requirements. Scouting 
Councils might be able to handle all workshop promotions and registrations. 

25. Establish behind the scenes tours—people love the greater access and it 
makes them feel special. 

26. Make your rental space available (for a fee) for legislative or other 
government office receptions, particularly if the location is convenient, 
historically inspiring, or visually stunning. 

27. Make two lists: one of things your team and/or your institution excels at; 
one of topics in which your community and/or the field needs training. Identify 
the overlap and cultivate the skills to train others in that area, and begin 
offering workshops or one-on-one training for a fee. 
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28. Create a series of historically inspired social events, focusing on history of 
food and alcohol.  In many cases, you can use historic recipes from your 
archives to recreate drinks and dishes for modern enjoyment. 

29. Work with your state to create a commemorative license plate that 
generates revenue for historical projects. 

30. Offer antique car rides for a fee. 

31. Start a preservation program to advise businesses on archiving their papers, 
photographs, and records, and then offer to store them for a fee. 

32. Shift marketing dollars from traditional media, such as billboards or 
magazines, to online, which allows one to target audiences and reach outside of 
one’s area, state, and country to fans of local musicians, food types, writers, 
political leaders, etc. One site doubled its online revenue over the past year 
using this strategy. 

33. Create a state history textbook for the grades in your state that focus on 
state and local history and sell that to schools. We recommend including a 
Spanish-language version. Corporate support can help fund the development, 
along with ongoing financial assistance from individual supporters. An electronic 
version can be licensed for classroom use on a sliding scale (size of the district, 
number of students, etc.) – typical fee is $10/student/year. 

34. Launch a proprietary beer based on 
a recipe associated with your historic 
site using old-fashioned brewing 
methods. 
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35. Organize a simple “date night” for couples with open exhibits, and served 
alcohol and chocolates. This not only can be profitable but it generates new 
members. 

36. Have 21-and-up after-hours events combining history, unique hands-on 
activities, discussions, and drinks, music, or games. Ticket sales and sponsored 
or in-kind support from local partners will turn a profit. Give people a place 
other than a loud sports bar to gather in your community.  



38. Do a summer outdoor concert series on the lawn ($5/guest), or try a limited- 
entry indoor “unplugged” concert series using an inside venue ($25/guest, only 
30 tickets). 

39. Open your site for wedding rentals (even if it is just the barn or lawn). 

40. Offer archaeology tours by the state or local archaeologist. For one site that 
did this, the events sold out repeatedly. People love to participate in and do 
archaeology in the field. 

41. Organize a “Wine, Eats, and Artifacts” event built around a spectacularly 
interesting piece in your collection around which you can tell a deeply moving 
story. People are hungry to have this intimate connection to the past 

42. Rent spaces in your institution’s parking lot for other special events to use. 
 Partner with an outside parking company to handle the logistics.  

43. Put together corporate retreats (including programming, not just renting 
space) for local businesses. Those folks don’t mind paying a premium for a 
unique experience. This might be a way that one of your board members can 
contribute, by shepherding their business contacts this direction. 

44. Add your gift shop to Shopify.com, BigCommerce.com, Magento or another 
ecommerce provider.  

45. Reexamine a long-ago program that made money, or almost made money, 
for your institution and recondition it to be more inclusive and relevant to 
people in your community today. 

46. Require that book printing be sponsored, so money has to be raised in 
advance of the book’s publication. Books are easy to attract sponsors for, and 
then these sponsors can be on your radar for other fundraising needs. 

37. Hold high school proms at your facility. 
Surprisingly proms can be less messy and 
intrusive than weddings!
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47. Merge multiple vendors into one contract to lessen administrative 
headache and increase profit margin for vendor and you. 

48. Make the time to finally focus on a capital campaign, which bring in much 
larger one-time gifts and bequests. 

49. Honor a select number of business leaders in your state or community each 
year in a program named after people or events significant to the history of 
your locale or community.  Have a gala event for the induction with sponsors 
(including friends of the inductees) covering costs. 

50. Build your endowment by allowing individuals to support staff positions, just 
like named chairs in a university setting. This creates a source of revenue for 
the endowed position allowing the institution to reallocate funds previously 
spent on this position to other areas. 

51. Sell ad space on the scrim/mesh covering on construction on buildings 
being done for renovation or new construction. These very large, very visible 
spaces can be prime real estate for major sponsors, corporate funders, and 
other advertisers. 
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52. Sell the processing of family 
collections. Any digital images created by 
the historical society gets to keep as part 
of its overall collection. 

53. State historical societies can create a statewide website into which local 
history organizations can put their digital images and records; digital images can 
be purchased by the public, and state historical society shares revenue with local 
organizations. 

54. Launch a Business History Initiative that teaches the role of business in 
shaping the state’s or region’s history. Companies can pay for sponsorship to be 
involved.  

55. Rent extra space in storage facility to a fine art moving company.  



56. Develop a book-reading experience in your historic space keyed to a title 
that was written or popular during the period of your site. Participants might 
read Jane Austen for several hours in an early 19th-century setting you establish 
in your site, or have gin while reading F. Scott Fitzgerald, on a day when the 
space is closed to the public. Pair with historically appropriate lighting, 
refreshments, and perhaps a group discussion at the end, and price 
accordingly. 

57. Sell parking passes for your parking lot to a nearby professional firm, 
restaurant, or other business that needs the spaces on a regular, work-day 
basis. 

58. Allow city park system to turn a block of your land into an urban 
garden/park area which they will now maintain, and so you save by not having 
to pay for mowing or other landscaping services. 

59. Introduce tours of the historic landscape as a discrete element to combine 
with the historic house. One site does this in three versions (digital - $5; walking 
- $12; and electric vehicle - $25) and has created $25,000 in new revenue in the 
first two years as well as new opportunities for sponsorship. 

60. Improve the visitor experience and the quality and range of options for 
interpretation with highly specialized tours led by senior staff. These can go for 
$50 per person. These are in addition to many free and low price options for 
general audiences. 

61. Design an historically themed escape room at your institution. Sell tickets to 
this adventure experience wherein small groups of guests must work together 
to solve the mystery by finding clues and figuring out puzzles.  
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62. Hire a local artist to paint a scene of 
a feature of your site, make prints, 
perhaps with the printmaking donated 
or sponsored and sell on site. 

63. Have your State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) lead tours. These 
specialized events are highly popular.



64. Set aside a special corner in retail for donated items from local artists. A 
single hand-thrown bowl, a dozen hand-sewn colonial dolls, handmade walking 
sticks, premium priced with a tag that explains that all proceeds are used for 
interpretation. The offerings change over time, but add a very nice 100% profit 
boost to retail sales. 

65. Is there a local business that has an animal mascot that could be housed in 
your animal program space? A hotel that has a llama mascot will be paying for a 
new barn, paying for upkeep and staff time, a management fee, and cross- 
branding at one urban historic site. 
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66. Get legislation passed authorizing a new state income tax check-off to 
support local history. For one state historical society, who administers this grant 
program, contributions from individual income tax returns grew to more than 
$25,000 in year two. 

67. Solicit local services (such as a cleaning service for someone’s business for a 
year—something that puts a spotlight on the donor’s company) and then raffle it 
off during one of your institution’s events. If service isn’t donated, consider 
purchasing it (at a discount) and then raffling it off at a higher price. 

68. Find someone to design a “tropical shirt” that includes drawings of 
prominent lost buildings in the city that you can use for advocacy and sell to 
raise funds. 

69. Try a "Stay at Home Tea." Rather than 
attend another fundraising function, 
donors can use the teabag you have 
enclosed, make some tea, and send a 
donation to the museum. 

70. Create motor coach tours to historic sites outside your city, county, or state, 
to destinations such as your state capital, a large museum in your region, or a 
national attraction like Colonial Williamsburg or New Orleans. One site netted 
$50,000 in one year doing this. The focus of the program is mostly history not 
involving your local community.



71. Leverage your history and the fan base for it that might lie far outside your 
town: try a Kickstarter, IndieGoGo, GoFundMe, etc. campaign backed up with 
strong social media efforts. Pick a specific goal and raise the cash with a strong 
pitch, perhaps as a video, and some incentives (e.g., coffee cup for $25 gift; $100 
for a private tour).  

72. Deck the halls of your site for a holiday light tour. 
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74. Encourage in-visit purchases through use of special tokens at a living history 
site: a “time travel token” can be a $5 copper coin that guests purchase. Visitors 
use it to step into the past and interact with the businesses in your outdoor 
campus, such as a general store or blacksmith’s shop, or for taking a carriage 
ride. This is an interactive element that puts the focus on guests' engagement 
with the people and stories of your museum, while supporting in-visit 
purchasing that doesn't feel heavy-handed or distracting from the sensory-rich 
environment of your site. 

75. Repurpose an offsite historic property, which is outside your mission, to 
serve as a retreat center and event rental location. 

76. Partner with a for-profit tour company for a food tour. They take groups to 
different sites around town and then end at your site for a tour and a taste of a 
traditional food item from your town, state, or region. You get a per-person fee 
for each tour. 

77. Start a happy-hour program in which you partner and share the profits with 
a local restaurant that harvests items out of your historic kitchen garden and 
uses them on the menu offered at the event. Each program is a different theme, 
and your organization can connect to a different set of community partners 
based on the rotating topics.  

73. Do an annual distinguished award 
banquet and give an award to a 
celebrity, whose presence will draw a 
crowd. Have an all-volunteer 
committee make the arrangements 
and aise the money for expenses. This 
makes ticket sales all-profit. 



78. Train local 7th-grade guides to give 
"For Kids by Kids" tours, a short, 20-min 
program designed by the student 
volunteers for other children. 

79. Create a historically themed miniature golf course at your site. 
You can still serve your core audience while attracting a broader one.
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80. Buy equipment that scans newspapers to make second-generation 
microfilm (for institutions that purchased your microfilms the first time (in 
1950s-1980s). Digitize microfilm and sell to institutions and patrons.  

81. Open at night on Halloween for tours and treats, or maybe a more 
elaborate special event. 

82. Purchase the franchise for the local tourist trolley and use it as an 
opportunity to create a museum without walls in your community while making 
more visitors aware of your organization. Place your interpreters on board to 
offer engaging material.  

83. Hire a local artist or clever craftsperson to construct a collection box related 
in theme to your site or collection. Maybe it has moving parts to grab bills or 
allows coins to roll through a model of your building. 

84. Hire a local artist or clever craftsperson to construct a collection box related 
in theme to your site or collection. Maybe it has moving parts to grab bills or 
allows coins to roll through a model of your building. 

85. Scrutinize existing programs and consider if they serve the mission and 
whether or not they are financially sustainable. Quickly shut down those that 
score low on both counts to make room for something that will generate 
revenue. 

86. Invite a local artist, school, or another community group to make a t-shirt 
design related to your site or collection, which you sell online with Spotify, 
Volusion, Teespring, or any of the many other such .coms. Be sure first to 
research the sourcing and labor practices of the company. 



87. Volunteer your site as a polling place 
to increase your visibility in the 
community and draw return (paying) 
visitors.
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88. Create a golf series combined with historical tours, visiting nearby or faraway 
courses.. 

89. Cater to quinceañeras, bar and bat mitzvahs, sweet sixteens, and related 
coming of age events, offering event space for rental as well as historic settings 
for photographs.  

90. Plan a trivia night fundraiser. Sell tickets by the table or individually 
(individuals are formed into teams). Teams choose a creative name and bring 
decorations for their table. Add a wine pull raffle, silent auction, craft beer 
tasting, or other fun activities that increase the total amount of money raised.     

91. Encourage members and supporters to purchase through AmazonSmile. 
AmazonSmile is Amazon’s program that donates a percentage of a person’s 
purchase to the nonprofit of their choice.   

92. Start an annual Christmas or holiday ornament series (for sale) that each 
year features a different historic structure or event in your community. 

93. If your organization does not have an endowment fund, plan a campaign to 
start one. Identify potential donors including one or two people who are willing 
to match all contributions up to a specific total.   

94. Find a local business to sponsor field trips for Title I schools in your area. Be 
sure to include admission/program cost as well as the cost of the bus. 

95. Do you have unused acreage that you have to maintain at your historic site? 
Work with your local agriculture extension office to lease it to a local farmer to 
raise a cash crop appropriate to your site's history. In an urban area? Lease 
space for community gardens. 
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96. Start an annual wall calendar series using photographs from the collection.  

97. Create a grandparent membership that allows them to bring up to two or 
three grandchildren per visit as part of the benefits. 

98. Try an “Attic to Basement Tour” that not only opens up the whole museum 
and its normally off-view spaces to public tours, but that lifts the curtain on 
questions and challenges your staff are facing. “Why is this artifact displayed but 
not those ten other similar items? What used to be exhibited in this space 30, 
50, or 100 years ago?"  

99. Become "home base" for a vintage baseball team. On game days, offer 
discounted admission and sell refreshments in your museum store. 

100. Have extra office space, or can you invest in renovating or creating some 
extra space? Become a small business or nonprofit incubator and let or sublet 
workspace to a team smaller than your own. 

101. Start a Relevant History coffee talk to 
catch people on their way to work. Invite 
a guest historian to help put the days or 
weeks news in historical context or to 
lead a conversation that unravels a 
present-day local issue's historical roots. 
Keep it to 30 minutes max. 

Do have any revenue generating ideas that have 
worked well at your organization? Let us know! Leave a 
comment on Facebook at 
www. facebook.com/AASLH or tell us on 
Twitter at @AASLH. 



Guide to IMLS 
Museum Funding Programs and Opportunities 

Fiscal Year 2022 

How to Apply for a Grant 

Select a grant program. Visit our website, www.imls.gov, to explore program 
descriptions, sample applications, and resources designed to help you develop a 
competitive application to the program that best fits your project.  

Read the Notices of Funding Opportunities (NOFOs). NOFOs become available on 
our website 60 to 90 days before the program deadlines. Read them carefully and be 
sure to check the eligibility requirements. The FY2021 versions will remain available for 
reference until the FY2022 NOFOs are posted. 

Check your registrations. Submitting a grant application to IMLS is a multistep process 
that begins with a series of registrations. You must have a Dun & Bradstreet D-U-N-S® 
Number; a current and active System for Award Management (SAM.gov) registration, 
which must be renewed annually; and an up-to-date registration with Grants.gov. These 
processes take time. Ensure that your registrations are active and correct well before the 
application deadline.  

Connect with us. Pre-application webinars help you learn more about our programs 
and the application process. Conversations with Office of Museum Services program 
staff can help you explore how your idea may match the goals of a grant program. 

Laura Zamarripa 
lzamarripa@imls.gov 
202.653.4753 

Mark Feitl 
mfeitl@imls.gov 
202.653.4635 

Mark Isaksen 
misaksen@imls.gov 
202.653.4667 

Ashley Jones 
ajones@imls.gov 
202.653.4782 

Reagan Moore 
rmoore@imls.gov 
202.653.4637 

Steve Shwartzman 
sshwartzman@imls.gov 
202.653.4641 

Helen Wechsler 
hwechsler@imls.gov 
202.653.4779 

http://www.imls.gov/
mailto:rmoore@imls.gov


 
Grant Programs 

Deadline Program Award Amount Description 

November 15, 
2021 

Museums for 
America $5,000-$250,000 

Grants support activities that strengthen museums 
as active resources for lifelong learning, vital 
components of livable communities, and good 
stewards of the nation’s collections. 

November 15, 
2021 

Inspire! Grants 
for Small 
Museums 

$5,000-$50,000 Grants support projects that strengthen the ability 
of small museums to serve their community. 

November 15, 
2021 

Museums 
Empowered $5,000-$250,000 

Grants support activities for professional 
development and capacity building in individual 
museums. 

November 15, 
2021 

National 
Leadership 
Grants for 
Museums 

$5,000-$50,000 
(rapid 

prototyping) 
Grants support projects that address critical needs 
of the museum field and that have the potential to 
advance practice in the profession so that 
museums can improve services for the American 
public. 

$50,000-$750,000 
(non-research) 

$50,000-$750,000 
(research) 

November 15, 
2021 

Museum Grants 
for African 
American 
History and 
Culture 

$5,000-$50,000 
Grants at two different funding levels support 
activities that build the capacity of African 
American museums and support the growth and 
development of museum professionals at African 
American museums. 

$50,001-$250,000 

November 15, 
2021 

Native 
American/ 
Native 
Hawaiian 
Museum 
Services 
Program 

$5,000-$100,000 
Grants to federally recognized tribes and Native 
Hawaiian organizations enhance museum services 
to sustain heritage, culture, and knowledge. 

All grant programs are subject to the availability of funds and IMLS discretion. Deadlines are tentative. 
Additional funding opportunities may become available throughout the year. Please visit www.imls.gov for updates. 

Other Opportunities 
Deadline Program Description 

Check FAIC 
website  

Collections Assessment for 
Preservation (CAP), administered by 
the Foundation for Advancement in 
Conservation (FAIC) 

Program provides small and mid-sized museums 
with partial funding toward an assessment of their 
policies and procedures relating to collections 
care and a study of their collections, buildings, 
and building systems. 

Check AAM 
website 

Museum Assessment Program, 
administered by the American Alliance 
of Museums (AAM) 

Program helps small and mid-sized museum of all 
types strengthen operation, plan for the future, 
and meet professional standards through a variety 
of assessment types. 

 

http://www.imls.gov/


THE 10-STEP PRIMER FOR ENGAGING AUDIENCES IN INCLUSIVE CONTENT: 
A DATA STORY

1

© 2021 Wilkening Consulting, LLC

 Data Story release date: 
April 6, 2021

Acknowledge your bias from the beginning…
… and then encourage your visitors to do likewise.

STEP 1A Create a plan to address your bias, 
e.g.,advisors, team approach, etc., and be 
upfront about it with your audiences.

2 Reinforce your visitors’ aspirational identity 
as curious, open-minded, and/or well rounded 
individuals.
(This aspirational reinforcement makes it more likely 
they will live up to those descriptors and consider 
new content or perspectives.)

3 Spark curiosity: Hedonic curiosity to provide 
positive feedback loops while also providing 
new content and ideas, and eudaemonic 
curiosity to enjoy the ride to unexpected 
conclusions.

4 Engage in dialogic questions.

STEP 4A: Present them with questions that their 
worldviews may not have considered.

STEP 4B: “Consider this…”

STEP 4C: And practice courageous empathy by 
being open to their answers.

5
Give them the facts. ALL the facts.

STEP 5A: That includes multiple perspectives.

STEP 5B: And it includes telling the truth, even 
when it changes our understanding of the past, 
different cultures, or others.

STEP 5C: This means trusting audiences with 
the facts, the perspectives, and our changed 
understandings. 

6 Show your work.

Trust cuts both ways, so you need to share your 
process and sources, and identify advisors.

7 Mainstream inclusive content. And never 
apologize for being inclusive.

8 Pace your work at the "speed of trust."

Some of the content you share may be difficult 
for some visitors, especially if it represents a 
change from what they thought they understood.

STEP 8A: Do not make them feel dumb.

STEP 8B: Do not preach.

9
Be a forum for civil discourse.

10
Your visitors are human, as are you. There will 
be bias on both sides. There will be controversy.

STEP 10A: Accept that, despite your best 
efforts, you will not be 100% successful.

A few will simply not accept more inclusive 
(and “changed”) content. 

"History shows us where we have been so we can 
understand how to move forward. If we only see one 

version of history, we only see how the group that 
bene�ts from that version moves forward. We can only 

move forward collectively, as a community, when the 
experience of every member of the community has a 

place in the history and we understand the disparities 
among them. I respect history organizations which are 

able to show that history belongs to everyone, and 
depict di�ering experiences in history with equity, 

sensitivity, accuracy, and thoughtfulness.”

This 10-step primer is excerpted from Audiences and Inclusion: A Primer for Cultivating 
More Inclusive Attitudes Among the Public.

Visit aam-us.org/audiences-and-inclusion to download a free copy of the entire primer, 
including more on curiosity, supporting data, and context for these 10 steps.

More Data Stories can be found at wilkeningconsulting.com/data-stories

szwerling
Highlight



VISITOR EXPERIENCE 
MANAGEMENT
A PLAYBOOK FOR 
VISITOR ATTRACTIONS



USING THIS GUIDE

Visitor experience management is not only 
important to achieving both social and commercial 
objectives, but represents the moments where the 
visitor attraction mission is realized.

This guide outlines best practices for increasing happiness, engagement and 
visitor outcomes.

Moments for inspiration where experience insights come into play:

● Daily stand ups with front of house team

● Visitor services weekly retrospectives

● Cross functional collaborations between departments, 
or with experience design partners

● Strategic initiatives for experience enhancements 

● Management reporting and presentations

© Copyright 2021 Dexibit. All Rights Reserved. 

Things to ponder:

1. How do visitors feel and how do they describe their 
experience?

2. What are visitors doing onsite? Where are they going, how long 
are they spending and what are they engaging with? 

3. To what extent does the visitor’s experience impact visitor 
outcomes? 

4. Where do visitors see value? 

5. What improvements would visitors appreciate?
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BEST PRACTICE

Traditional Beginner Learning Great Exceptional

Little or no data Developing data literacy Descriptive analytics Predictive analytics Prescriptive analytics

Given visitor experience is a 
notoriously difficult concept to 
define and monitor, many visitor 
attractions rely mostly on in 
house perceptions of what 
visitors might be thinking or 
feeling.

Anecdotal feedback from visitors 
starts to shape an understanding 
of visitor behavior and voice, but 
the lack of quantifiable measures 
make it difficult to monitor and 
improve. Single compliments or 
complaints risk disrupting team 
focus or prioritizing the wrong 
things.

The visitor attraction begins 
actively listening for voice of the 
visitor and visitor behaviors with 
quantitative measures in a way 
which is open and transparent 
across the organization, using 
this to learn more about the 
visitor with an aim to improve 
visitor outcomes. 

Operational teams can predict 
visitor behaviors or operational 
environments to mitigate any 
negative impacts to the visitor or 
maximize visitor outcomes. The 
attraction team finds a rhythm of 
identifying insights, forming 
hypothesis and testing 
improvements to continuously 
improve. 

The attractions organization 
comes together as a cross 
functional team to innovate and 
improve an integrate onsite and 
digital experience with lean and 
agile thinking. 

Master these levels to adopt experience best practices in your visitor management.



TERMINOLOGY

What is it? How do you measure it?

Remark A free form visitor comment Collected from reviews, surveys, comment cards or observed feedback  

Net Promoter Score (NPS) A best practice standard for measuring satisfaction Collected from a survey asking the standardized question of likelihood to recommend on a scale of 1 - 
10, where the percentage of detractors (1 - 6) is subtracted from promoters (9 - 10) for a score

Rating A star rating of how much a visitor enjoyed their visit, usually out of 5 Collected from reviews or surveys

Sentiment analysis The use of natural language technology to quantify voice of the visitor Identification of percent positive versus negative sentiment, common terms or themes and emotions

Dwell time How long a visitor spends onsite (in minutes), or in a particular space Using location analytics to identify a unique presence or entry and exit point of connection

Trail route The pathway a visitor takes through a venue or space Using location analytics to identify the unique sequence of spaces of connection

Location analytics The use of a venue network and visitor held device to track movement Use of WiFi (using preferably connected devices), RFID, BLE or similar technologies  

Passersby An assumption of visitors passing through a venue or space, used to 
clean location analytics data 

Commonly assumed as <1 minute

Short visits An assumption used to distill location analytics data Commonly assumed as <30 minutes venue wide

© Copyright 2021 Dexibit. All Rights Reserved. 

Get to know these common terms used when managing experience.



SOURCES

© Copyright 2021 Dexibit. All Rights Reserved. 

Insight Approach

VISITATION Whether visitor experience is altered or impacted by how busy the venue is Integrate with ticketing or footfall, or manually upload 

FOOTFALL How visitors convert into a space Upload spreadsheet from manual counts or integrate footfall hardware 

ACTIVITIES How visitors convert in engagement with exhibitions, experiences or events Configure activities and integrate with ticketing or footfall, or manually upload

REVIEWS AND REMARKS What visitors are saying and how they feel about their experience Integrate with various social review sites (such as Google, Facebook) or manually 
upload from comment cards, compliments and complaints

SURVEYS (INTERCEPT) How visitors engage with their experience Integrate with survey tool or manually upload

NPS How loyal visitors are as customers and how this compares globally Integrate with NPS or survey tool or manually upload

LOCATION Where visitors go, how long they spend and how often they return Integrate with WiFi, RFID, BLE or similar hardware (cannot be uploaded)

WEATHER How weather conditions impact visitor experience Integration to a global feed from a third party source

ALMANAC How context impacts visitor experience Calendar entries of what’s on in and around the venue 

Ensure you have the right ingredients at hand for measuring what matters. 

Using Dexibit?
Automate and monitor

 data sources and operations.

PREMIUM



Net Promoter Score (NPS)
Best practices on data collection and calculation method

Rather than asking a generic question of ‘how 
satisfied were you with your visit?’, Net 
Promoter Score (NPS) provides a best practice 
and standardized way of assessing a customer’s 
likelihood to recommend an organization as a 
measure of loyalty, based on their experience. 

NPS can be administered by either an onsite or 
follow up survey, or used for other aspects of the 
visit, such as the website, an app or chat 
interaction. An NPS question can be asked as 
standalone, or as part of a wider questionnaire. 
Optionally, this can be via a NPS specific tool. 

To calculate your NPS, subtract the percentage of 
scores of 6 or less from those of 9 or above 
(ignoring the passive scores of 7 or 8).

Tip: ask your promoters for a plug on social (either 
as part of the NPS workflow or as a follow up).
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DETRACTORS PASSIVES PROMOTERS

YOUR NET PROMOTER SCORE (NPS) = % PROMOTERS % DETRACTORS-

Ratings of: 6 or less 7 or 8 9 or more

“On a scale of 0 to 10, how likely are you to recommend [Your venue name] 
to a friend or colleague?”           (this is a standardized question)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 100

NOT AT ALL LIKELY EXTREMELY LIKELY

“Help us by explaining your score”               (you can tailor this question)

POOR
(-100 to 0)

OK
(1 to 29)

GREAT
(30 to 69)

AWESOME
(70 to 100)

Watch a video on capturing 
voice of the visitor through Net 
Promoter Score (NPS)

https://youtu.be/TLeF0PLHKl0
https://youtu.be/TLeF0PLHKl0
https://youtu.be/TLeF0PLHKl0


STRATEGIC INSIGHT 
PLAYS

PLAYBOOK: EXPERIENCE 

All visualizations use demo data for illustrative purposes only.

Talk to Dexibit about democratizing data with rapid insight - 
forecasts, insights, dashboards and reports with a unique 
data concierge, designed for visitor attractions.

Using Dexibit?
Refer to ‘Insights’

for your data stories.

PREMIUM



Queue wait time

Repeat visit rate

Experience management
Increase happiness, engagement and outcomes

Developing a view on the visitor’s journey requires a blend of quantitative 
data and qualitative views to reflect what visitors say, do and why. 

To comprehensively understand the visitor’s journey once onsite, data should 
cover conversion into various activities (such as exhibitions, experiences or 
events), physical pathways and dwell times through the venue, resulting visitor 
outcomes (such as member conversion or retail purchase) and actual feedback. 

New technologies help power a unique look at visitor experience:

● Sentiment analysis - using natural language processing to automatically 
interpret freeform visitor remarks, determining emotion and key terms

● Location analytics - using RFID, WiFi or BLE technology to track either 
anonymous or identified visitor journeys through a venue via their device

Some venues may have the opportunity to conduct complementary studies, such 
as an intercept survey. Ideally, these should be focused more on audience 
research (a constant study of audience personas and motivations) or visitor 
evaluation (a limited study for a specific project).

© Copyright 2021 Dexibit. All Rights Reserved. 

Terms

Conversions

Dwell time

Rating Sentiment

Routes

What’s in a visit?



1. How visitors feel
Experience management

In this view...

Following a visit, voice of the visitor 
provides insightful feedback to evaluate 
visitor satisfaction. Responses from 
social, surveys or other interactions 
(such as compliments and complaints), 
provide inputs to quantify: 

● Ratings, showing the average, 
distribution and trends or patterns 
over time in how visitors self report 
satisfaction and how this feedback 
is portrayed to the public

● Topics, showing key terms or 
themes from freeform visitor 
remarks to identify what topics are 
driving compliments and 
complaints, or to isolate trends of 
what visitors are focusing on

● Sentiment*, showing the visitors’ 
emotional response

*Natural language is usually around 80% 
accurate, useful for rapid insight or as a 
first pass for codifying data. 
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In this example, we can see the distribution 
of ratings geared towards higher levels of 
reviews. These ratios and the average can be 
tracked over time for trends and patterns.

Ratings can come from channels such 
as Google, Facebook or Yelp reviews 
(Trip Advisors’ current terms do not 
allow business use of data for 
analysis). For online reviews, ratings 
will be out of 5. For Net Promoter 
Score (NPS), ratings will be out of 10.

Tip: responding to reviews (even 
negative) is great advertising, 
especially when written by leadership. 

Here, we can see the significant themes 
‘penguins’, ‘staff’ and ‘plastic’. Word clouds 
are great motivators to use with staff, 
especially visitor facing teams.

Pulling out common terms and themes 
from key words and phrases used 
multiple times helps perceive what 
visitors are talking about. These can be 
compared positive to negative, for 
trends over time or during particular 
times (such as during construction). 
Monitoring the top 5 topics behind 
compliments and complaints helps to 
identify opportunities for 
improvement.

We can see that this venue’s visitors are more likely 
to encounter issues on Tuesdays. Use sentiment 
analysis to track emotions for trends, patterns and 
correlations. 

Tracking emotional response is particularly 
useful for remarks where the visitor 
comment does not contain a quantitative 
measure such as a rating. Simply, emotion 
can be measured as a sentiment (positive, 
neutral, mixed or negative) or for more 
complex insights, as a standard human 
emotion classification. This can also be 
correlated, such as with queue wait time. 

RATINGS TOPICS SENTIMENT

CALENDAR Q4
Oct 1 2020 to Dec 31 2020 

Watch a video on analyzing 
visitor remarks or reviews 
through Natural Language 
Processing (NLP)

https://youtu.be/w0hrMw_J8nM
https://youtu.be/w0hrMw_J8nM
https://youtu.be/w0hrMw_J8nM


2. What visitors do
Experience management

In this view...

For the time that visitors are onsite, their 
experience can be measured in terms of: 

● Participation - describing what 
activities (such as exhibitions, 
experiences or events) visitors 
attend (including revenue if 
applicable), depending on how 
this is recognized

● Conversion - describing where 
visitors go onsite, from either 
footfall counters (at entrances 
or internally, such as for a 
shop) or location analytics 

● Dwell time, queue time and 
repeat rate* - using location 
analytics, across the venue, a 
space or a particular zone 

*Without location analytics, the only way to 
get dwell time and repeat rate is via survey, 
unless tickets are scanned in and out (for 
dwell time), or via member scans (for 
repeat rate). Queues are best managed 
using footfall flow in and out.
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347 of visitors on 28 July visited the museum’s 
Great Scott exhibition, a 34% conversion.

Activities such as exhibitions, experiences or 
events have their own business rules of how 
they recognize attendance and revenue - 
this may be from footfall, ticketing or a 
hybrid method. To normalize for visitation, 
activities should be measured as a 
conversion rate, which can be analyzed both 
over time or for percent or days in for newly 
launched or temporary activities. This is 
especially great for monitoring the 
effectiveness of onsite calls to action. 

In this example we can see how people navigate 
onsite - travelling between Exhibitions 1 and 2.

Spaces within the venue may have onsite 
sensors available using footfall counters or 
location technology to track the 
conversion rate of visitors. This is 
especially useful for monitoring the 
effectiveness of wayfinding, or commercial 
transaction rates (such as the number of 
visitors who entered the shop who then 
made a purchase).

Tip: cross zone conversion requires 
location analytics in order to track a 
unique visit (visitors who went to area XYZ 
also went to area ABC). 

On the 16th Nov, average dwell time on the 
ground floor is 50 mins and 80 mins on the first 
floor.

From the venue overall down to an 
individual space, location analytics can be 
used to measure dwell time - a visitor 
outcome which can also be correlated with 
aspects such as what’s on, holidays, 
weather, capacity and more. 

When analyzing dwell time, you may wish to 
filter out passersby (< 1 minute) or short 
visits (< 30 minutes).

PARTICIPATION CONVERSION DWELL TIME 

CALENDAR Q4
July 1 2020 to Dec 31 2020 

34% conversion



3. Where visitors go
Experience management

In this view...

Using location analytics, trail paths can 
be used to analyze common routes 
visitors take through the site (including 
how this may differ from the desired 
experience design) and spaces where 
visitors double back. 

Along with dwell time and conversion 
rates, trail paths are also useful to 
inform a deeper dive into each space: 

● Other spaces from which 
visitors come in a space

● Directions to where visitors 
are headed afterwards a space

● Sequence order or percent 
through a visit when the space 
is frequented

Tip: if your venue has a high density of 
network access points, group these into 
summary spaces for simpler and more 
insightful location analytics.
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The two most populated areas on the Ground 
floor are the Hall and Lobby with more than 
65% of people visiting these areas.

A heatmap is a great way to see how 
visitors disburse through your venue 
and how this changes over time, 
especially when making construction, 
wayfinding or other experience design 
changes. 

Tip: avoid using busy and confusing 
architectural or network diagrams of 
your venue as the basis for heat map - 
stick to simple illustrations instead, like 
the site map you use on visitor 
brochures or wayfinding. 

This visualization is a ‘sunburst’, which identifies 
all of the trails visitors take onsite from area to 
area. In this example, 0.2% of visitors take this 
specific route starting from Exhibition 1 and 
ending at the Lobby.

There are many different ways of 
visualizing trails… the trickiest part being 
that every visitor trail in terms of 
pathway sequence and dwell times is 
almost unique! 

We love a sunburst - if the beginning of 
the visit starts in the center, we can see 
how visitors traverse the venue - 
including the most common ways in 
which routes begin and how they 
diversify as they deepen.

In this example… 

Another way to view visitor routes is to 
travel the venue through the eyes of a 
visitor, seeing one space at a time. 

What proportion of visitors went there? How 
far into their visit were they? How much 
time did they spend there? Where did they 
come from? Where were they going? 

HEAT MAP TRAIL PATHS SPACE ANALYSIS

CALENDAR Q4
Oct 1 2020 to Dec 31 2020 

Watch a video on exploring 
what visitors do onsite: trail 
routes, dwell time and more

https://youtu.be/sb4smK1hKNY
https://youtu.be/sb4smK1hKNY
https://youtu.be/sb4smK1hKNY


Visitor personas
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As part of analyzing and designing for visitor experience, 
many teams find defining personas useful. Personas can be 
used in visitor experience design (such as creating separate 
website landing pages or visitor brochures designed for each 
persona), or codified into analysis for insight (such as 
‘members from this persona had a 12% higher per cap spend’). 

Personas might be motivation, behavior or demographic based - or a 
combination. Try to keep the number of personas low, by focusing on 
your most common only (5 - 7 is ideal). Maybe even give them fun 
names inspired by a theme from your venue - if your venue is a zoo, 
name them after animals, or if a gallery, after artists.

Personas are an exercise in research and creativity. In addition to 
discovery such as interviews, focus groups and surveys, data helps 
inform these too (such as what users are searching for on your 
website, or enquiring about when asking for help onsite).   

Persona name Pop culture panda 

Willingness to pay 
and price sensitivity

Ticketed admission: 3% uplift with 20% discount 
Member products: $50 - $70 per year
Store spend: $5 average revenue

Value importance Likely to attend blockbuster exhibitions, holiday 
themed events, buys mainstream merchandise

Messaging Patriotic environmentalism 
Gift with purchase 

Prevalence 34% visitors, 7% members, 45% subscribers

Effective channels Email newsletter, Facebook paid ads, peer 
endorsements 

Lifetime value
(members) $195 (averages 2.3 visits per year, 3 year lifetime)

Annual revenue
(non members) $52.50 (averages 1.2 visits per year)

Pain points Parking convenience, entrance queues 

Goals A fun day out, socializing, not missing out

Motivations Entertainment (often entertaining children)



Visitor journey maps
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As part of understanding, optimizing, 
improving and innovating the visitor 
experience - mapping the visitor’s journey is 
a useful communication tool for the venue 
team. Make sure to cross before, during and 
after the visit, onsite and online, and 
covering all business units. 

A visitor journey map, such as this example, 
should focus on how the visitor discovers 
information about their visit, engages with your 
organization and how their loyalty is retained.

These maps are also great for selecting what data 
metrics are important for current priorities.  

Download the Visitor Journey Map poster 
in full size at resources.dexibit.com

https://dexibit.com/resources/map/
https://dexibit.com/resources/map/


Visitor emotional response
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When it comes to analyzing emotion in visitor remarks 
(either through natural language or manual codifying), 
and in visitor responses during research and 
evaluation, Plutchik’s wheel of emotions provides a 
basis for emotions to use in classification. 

There are 8 primary emotions, together with secondary and 
tertiary dyads. The primary emotions are:

1. Joy
2. Trust
3. Fear
4. Surprise
5. Sadness
6. Disgust
7. Anger
8. Anticipation 



Strategies and tactics
Where to from here?
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The goal of insight is to inform our thinking - to be actionable 
by seeding ideas, shaping discussions and making decisions. 
Through being insight inspired, high performance visitor 
attractions empower their teams to become lean and agile.

This involves achieving a learning loop - the feedback cycle of:

1. Using experiments to explore ideas and improvements

2. Gathering performance data from these tests 

3. Determining whether to pivot or persevere as a result

The tighter this loop, the more shots at goal the team has, the 
steeper the growth curve. As a result, teams that master this style of 
thinking and collaboration are more likely to succeed.

Build

MeasureLearn

EXPERIMENTS

DATAPIVOT OR 
PERSEVERE?

LEARNING 
LOOP

COMPARE TO BASELINE

ANALYZE INSIGHT

SE
T 

HY
PO

TH
ES

IS



My action canvas
Here’s what, so what…. now what?
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Use this tool to form an innovation and improvement plan from your own data story. 

INSIGHT
E.g. Visitors to the pavillion cafe 
also visit shop c nearby

HYPOTHESIS (STRATEGY/TACTIC)
E.g. We can increase the number of 
visitors to the shop, increasing likelihood 
to purchase and average revenue 

EXPERIMENT
Put a shop advertisement and promotion 
on cafe tables

BASELINE PRIOR CHANGE
15% of visitors to the cafe also visit 
the shop, shop footfall averages 31% of 
visitation

ACTUAL FOLLOWING TEST
27% of visitors to the cafe also visit 
the shop, footfall averages 42% 

PIVOT OR PERSEVERE?
Persevere - next experiment get 
cafe staff to casually ask 
visitors if they’ve visited the shop, 
and recommend a favorite item 

ACTION CANVAS: EXPERIENCE    DATE



MORE PLAYBOOKS
For more visitor management best practices, go to playbooks.dexibit.com
or to get started with big data analytics for visitor management, talk to us. 
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This Playbook is one of many by 
Dexibit:

Visitation
Understand behavior, trends, 
patterns and demographics

Loyalty
Improve conversion, reduce churn 
and increase lifetime value

Activities
Analyze exhibitions, experiences 
and events for visitor outcomes

Demand
Increase reach, optimize 
conversion and power growth

Revenue
Increase Average Revenue Per Visit 
(ARPV) for various lines of business

Efficiency
Balance cost saving opportunities 
versus visitor outcomes

Capacity
Reduce breaches, increase 
utilization and maximize revenue

Yield
Balance ticket price versus volume 
to optimize revenue

Portfolio
Performance manage across 
multiple venues

Visitation dashboard with 
industry benchmarks

FREE FOREVER FOR VISITOR ATTRACTIONS

✔   Track recovery in the wake of COVID-19

✔   Benchmark in groups with industry peers

✔   One source of truth for visitation

JOIN DEXIBIT FREE

join.dexibit.com

https://dexibit.com/resources/playbooks/
https://dexibit.com/resources/playbooks/
https://dexibit.com/pricing/free/
https://dexibit.com/pricing/free/
https://dexibit.com/pricing/free/


ABOUT DEXIBIT
Big data analytics for visitor attractions
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Billions of people visit the world’s visitor attractions each year. At Dexibit, our 
insights inspire decisions to get more visitors through the doors, engaged in rich 
experiences and loyally returning.

We enable visitor attractions to switch from gut feel to insight informed decisions 
by arming them with the latest in big data analytics and artificial intelligence.

Our software as a service is designed for power and business users alike.

DASHBOARDS
Personalized data views:

● Save and share

● Manage goals 

● In app data guides 

REPORTS
Automated data communication:

● Design visuals, text, images

● Hands free PDF to email

● Powerful date flexibility

INSIGHTS
Actionable data stories:

● Data science

● Sentiment analysis

● Location analytics

FORECASTS
Predict or simulate performance:

● Machine learning

● Scenario planning

● Simulation

Learn how to use 
big data analytics and AI 
to predict and analyze 
visitor behavior

BOOK A CONSULTATION

https://dexibit.com/book-a-consultation/
https://dexibit.com/book-a-consultation/


*also referred to as Characteristics of Excellence 

 

 

 

Core Standards For Museums* 
 

1. PUBLIC TRUST & ACCOUNTABILITY 

1.1 The museum is a good steward of its resources held in the public 
trust. 

1.2 The museum identifies the communities it serves, and makes 
appropriate decisions in how it serves them. 

1.3 Regardless of its self-identified communities, the museum strives to 
be a good neighbor in its geographic area. 

1.4 The museum strives to be inclusive and offers opportunities for 
diverse participation. 

1.5 The museum asserts its public service role and places education at 
the center of that role. 

1.6 The museum demonstrates a commitment to providing the public 
with physical and intellectual access to the museum and its 
resources. 

1.7 The museum is committed to public accountability and is transparent 
in its mission and its operations. 

1.8 The museum complies with local, state, and federal laws, codes, and 
regulations applicable to its facilities, operations, and administration. 

 

2. MISSION & PLANNING 

2.1 The museum has a clear understanding of its mission and 
communicates why it exists and who benefits as a result of its efforts. 

2.2 All aspects of the museum’s operations are integrated and focused 
on meeting its mission. 

2.3 The museum’s governing authority and staff think and act 
strategically to acquire, develop, and allocate resources to advance 
the mission of the museum. 

2.4 The museum engages in ongoing and reflective institutional planning 
that includes involvement of its audiences and community. 

2.5 The museum establishes measures of success and uses them to 
evaluate and adjust its activities. 

 

3. LEADERSHIP & ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE 

3.1 The governance, staff, and volunteer structures and processes 
effectively advance the museum’s mission. 

3.2 The governing authority, staff, and volunteers have a clear and 
shared understanding of their roles and responsibilities. 

3.3 The governing authority, staff, and volunteers legally, ethically, and 
effectively carry out their responsibilities. 

3.4 The composition, qualifications, and diversity of the museum’s 
leadership, staff, and volunteers enable it to carry out the museum’s 
mission and goals. 

3.5 There is a clear and formal division of responsibilities between the 
governing authority and any group that supports the museum, 
whether separately incorporated or operating within the museum or 
its parent organization. 

4. COLLECTIONS STEWARDSHIP 
4.1 The museum owns, exhibits, or uses collections that are appropriate 

to its mission. 

4.2 The museum legally, ethically, and effectively manages, documents, 
cares for, and uses the collections. 

4.3 The museum’s collections-related research is conducted according 
to appropriate scholarly standards. 

4.4 The museum strategically plans for the use and development of its 
collections. 

4.5 Guided by its mission, the museum provides public access to its 
collections while ensuring their preservation. 

 

5. EDUCATION & INTERPRETATION 

5.1 The museum clearly states its overall educational goals, philosophy, 
and messages, and demonstrates that its activities are in alignment 
with them. 

5.2 The museum understands the characteristics and needs of its 
existing and potential audiences and uses this understanding to 
inform its interpretation. 

5.3 The museum’s interpretive content is based on appropriate research. 

5.4 Museums conducting primary research do so according to scholarly 
standards. 

5.5 The museum uses techniques, technologies, and methods 
appropriate to its educational goals, content, audiences, and 
resources. 

5.6 The museum presents accurate and appropriate content for each of 
its audiences. 

5.7 The museum demonstrates consistent high quality in its interpretive 
activities. 

5.8 The museum assesses the effectiveness of its interpretive activities 
and uses those results to plan and improve its activities. 

6. FINANCIAL STABILITY 

6.1 The museum legally, ethically, and responsibly acquires, manages, 
and allocates its financial resources in a way that advances its 
mission. 

6.2 The museum operates in a fiscally responsible manner that promotes 
its long-term sustainability. 

7. FACILITIES & RISK MANAGEMENT 
7.1 The museum allocates its space and uses its facilities to meet the 

needs of the collections, audience, and staff. 

7.2 The museum has appropriate measures to ensure the safety and 
security of people, its collections and/or objects, and the facilities it 
owns or uses. 

7.3 The museum has an effective program for the care and long-term 
maintenance of its facilities. 

7.4 The museum is clean and well-maintained, and provides for the 
visitors’ needs. 

7.5 The museum takes appropriate measures to protect itself against 
potential risk and loss. 



 

 

 
 

Core Standards for Museums 
In Plain Language 

 

Public Trust & Accountability 

» Be good 

» No really—not only be legal, but be ethical 

» Show everyone how good and ethical you are 

» (don’t wait for them to ask) 

» Do good for people 

» Know which people 

» And to be on the safe side 

» Be nice to everyone else, too 

» Especially if they live next door 

» Avoid cloning 

» Look something like the people you are doing good for 

» And maybe a bit like your neighbors 

» Let other people help decide what games to play 

» And what the rules are 

» Share your toys 

Mission and Planning 

» Know what you want to do 

» And why it makes a difference to anyone 

» Then put it in writing 

» Stick to it 

» Decide what you want to do next 

» When you are deciding what to do, ask lots of people 

» for their opinion 

» Put it in writing 

» Then do it 

» If it didn’t work, don’t do it again 

» If it did work, do 

Leadership and Organizational Structure 

» Make sure everyone is clear about who is doing what 

» The board knows it is governing 

» The director knows she is directing (and the board 

» knows it too) 

» The staff know they are doing everything else 

» And have it in writing 

 

Collections Stewardship 

» Know what stuff you have 

» Know what stuff you need 

» Know where it is 

» Take good care of it 

» Make sure someone gets some good out of it 

» Especially people you care about 

» And your neighbors 

Education and Interpretation 

» Know who you are talking to 

» Ask them what they want to know 

» Know what you want to say 

» (and what you are talking about) 

» Use appropriate language (or images, or music) 

» Make sure people understood you 

» And ask them if they liked it 

» If not, change it 

Financial Stability 

» Put your money where your mission is 

» Is it enough money? 

» Will it be there next year, too? 

» Know when you will need more $ 

» Know where you are going to get it from 

» Don’t diddle the books 

Facilities and Risk Management 

» Don’t crowd people 

» Or things 

» Make it safe to visit your museum 

» Or work there 

» Keep it clean 

» Keep the toilet paper stocked 

» And if all else fails, know where the exit is 

» (and make sure it is clearly marked) 
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