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Do you really know your organization? Spend some time evaluating and getting to know your
institution. How do you measure the performance of your programs? Do families visit you? Do
you really want them to? A little self-evaluation can go a long way toward strengthening your
institutional planning. These technical leaflet resources can help you get started.

TL172 — Site Analysis for Tourism Potential (1990)

TL204 — Charting the Impact of Museum Exhibitions and Programs (1999)
TL211 — Performance Checklist for Historical Institutions, Part | (2000)
TL212 — Performance Checklist for Historical Institutions, Part 1l (2001)
TL221 — Process Benchmarking for Museums (2003)

VISIT THE AASLH BOOK STORE AT WWW.AASLH.ORG FOR MORE RESOURSES JUST LIKE THIS!
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Site Analysis for Tourism Potential

by Linn Keller

To get the greatest benefit from this form, it is
suggested that you first read and think about the
questions. Then, accurately fill in your answers, con-
sidering the responses as contributing to an overall
summary of the site's tourism potential. Each seg-
ment of this form yields specific information to
assist in analyzing that component and to indicate
support of the site's mission statement, as should
all brochures, activities, or promotions, forming a
positive, but accurate, picture.

Site Accessibility determines the amount of signage
needed to let people know who or what you are and where
to find you. This information also will assist in determin-
ing the kind of map necessary for any promotional
literature,

Site Appearance and Facilities are what constitute the
visitors' “first impressions,” including on-site con-
veniencesiconstraints. Answers to these questions should
be given objectively and from a visitor's viewpoint, care-
fully including negative as well as positive points.

Site Security/Safety Procedures are paramount to the
security of the site and its collection as well as to visitors
on the property. The better known the site and collection
are, the greater their potential as targets for thieves. Anal-
ysis of potential problem areas should occur before an
emergency Occurs.

Site Operation pertains to the establishment of regular
hours. Altering hours demonstrates flexibility of opera-
tion that could benefit the site's future growth.

Linn Keller, the former director of Kent Plantation
in Alexandria, Louisiana, now is the director of
Chingua-Penn Plantation located in Reidsville, North
Carolina.

Museum Shop, a potential moneymaker, must be managed
carefully, paying attention to tax status, conflicts with
state or local laws, and using realistic buying to support
the efforts and overall message of the site.

Tours are important because they permit more visitors to
interact with the site. It is also important that they give
the message the site wants communicated about itself.
This complex issue involves both people and expenses and
determines whether changes in the site or its structure(s)
are required to increase visitation.

Marketing Plan/Strategy, made realistically, with goals,
methods of evaluation, and sensible time frames for
achievement are critical to increasing public awareness of
the site. Measurable, consistent change in marketing in
under a year is unlikely, with three to five years probable
for motorcoach activities.

Staff and Funding expenditures demand constant
resources. It is important to decide realistically how much
can be afforded before any commitment to staff or fund-
ing. Prioritizing also assists if needs to cut back arise.

Group Services are extremely important to the ongoing
visitation of the site. Any “no” answer in this group should
be closely examined, for a site should never promise what
can not be delivered.

Co-operative Ventures yield benefits for all. Not everyone
benefits equally all the time, but over time the cost is less
and the benefits greater. Additional indirect benefits
accrue to participants with professional interaction and
training.

Site Assessment should include staff assessments com-
pared with visitors’ lists. Differences should be analyzed
and validated. The positive, best, and most interesting
points should be highlighted in site literature and releases
along with a summary of the site's collection; the nega-
tive should be identified for change or elimination.
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Site Accessibility

Site Appearance and Facilities

Site Name: Describe the site's surroundings:
Site Address:
Site Location: __ urban suburban

rural other.

Distance from nearest interstate highway?
Estimated driving time to site?

Easy directions to site? yes no.
Good roads? ves no;

2-lane 4-lane,
Highway signs? yes no.

Distance from nearest state highway?

Estimated driving time to site?

Easy directions to site? yes no.
Good roads? ves no;

2-lane 4-lane.
Highway signs? ves no.

Distance from closest city?

Describe the parking area, including shape, flatness, sur-
face materials, relation to site, visibility from road, handi-
capped area, approximate size/number of cars, number of
buses, ohstructions, ete:

Estimated driving time to site?

Easy directions to site? yes no
Good roads? yes no;

2-lane 4-lane,
Highway signs? yes no.

Distance from closest town?

Estimated driving time to site?

Easy directions to site? yes no.
Good roads? yes no;

2-lane __ 4-lane.
Highway signs? yes nao.

Distance from closest other attraction?
Estimated driving time to site?

Easy directions to site? yes no.
Good roads? yes no;
2-lane 4-lane.

Highway signs? yes no.

Type of attraction?

history museum

art museum
science/nature
children’s’hands on
amusement park

sports stadium/complex.

Do they adwvertise? yes no
don't know.

If yes, multimedia ™V
print radio other.

Does the site's staff know the administrativeldecision
maker(s) at each attraction?
yes no

Do they know the administrative/decision maker(s) at
this site? ves __ no

Have the staffs visited each other “professionally™
yes no

Have the staffs worked together on a joint promotion?

yes no.

Describe the physical layout of the property, including size,
nature of grounds, access to visitor, outbuildings and their
access, paths, gardens, hazards, security, guides, ete.:

Describe physical layout of the facility, where objects are
displayed/interpreted and including number of floors,
rooms, levels, stairs, elevator, ete.:
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Site Security/Safety Procedures

Does the site have a security system?

yes nao.

Is the site fenced? yes no;
ornamental security.

Iz the site patrolled? yes no.

If yes, is the site patrolled 24 hours/iday?

e yes i

Live-in? yes na.

Contracted? yes no.

Staff? yes no.

Time clocks? yes no.

Dogs? yes no.

Mechanicals? yes no.

Monitored? yes no.

24 hoursiday? ___ yes no.

Passive? __Yes N

Interior? ves no

Exterior? yes no.

Silent alarm? yes no.

Fire alarmismoke detector? yes no.

Current/updated call list? yes ne.

Is there currently a relationship with local law

enforcement forces? yes no,

With the local fire department?
yes nao,

With the local emergency medical department?
ves no,

Are these existing relationships good?

yes no,
If any existing relationship is less than good, is work
underway to improve the situation?

yes __ no.

Site Operation

Are the site's hours of operation regular?

yes no.
Is the site open daily? yes no.
What are the hours of operation for each day:
Mon. Thes.
Wed. Thurs.
Fri. __ Sat.
Sun.
Is the site’s administration willing to open the
facilities other hours? yes no.
Can the site be open other hours?
yes no.
Is grounds lighting available for evening hours?
yes no.
Is grounds lighting adequate for evening hours?
yes no.

Other operation features not otherwise noted:

Museum Shop

Do you have a museum shop?

yes no.
If yes, is there a demonstrated relationship between
shop items and the museum?

yes no.
Can the museum shop truthfully be called a “gift
shop™? yes no.

Is the site's administration aware of UBIT (Unrelated
Business Income Tax)?

ves nao.
If yes, did UBIT influence item selections?
ves no.
Does the museum shop pay for itself?
yes no.
Tours

Does the site have guided tours?
yes no.

Self-guided tours? yes no.

Are both types of tours available?
no.

yes
Guided only? ves no.
Self-guided only? yes no.

Does the site have paid guides?
yes no.

Are volunteers available to assist with tours?
ves no.
Volunteers only? yes no.
In addition to paid guides? yes no.
Available to tour buildings and objects only?
yes no.
Available to tour grounds only?
yes no.
Available to tour both? yes no.

Is there an existing volunteer program?

yes no.
If yes, is there a designated coordinator for the

. volunteer program? yes no.

If no, is a formal volunteer program being considered?
yes no.

Is the site a member of any tourism organization(s)?
yes no.

Do any staff members attend tourism functions?
yes no.

If yes, do they receive registration?
yes no

Lodging? yes no.

Meals? yes no.

Mileage? ves no.

Do any staff members participate in FAM tours?
ves no.

If yes, who?




Marketing Plan/Strategy

Does a marketing strategy exist?
yes nid.

Who determines marketing strategy?

How is it determined?

What market segments can be pursued?

Is there money available for film and developing?
ves no.

Brochure design? yes no.

Printing? yes no.

Postage? yes no.

Is there money available for advertising?
yes __ Bo mayhbe.

Costs of ad design and production in house?

A1 yes no mayhe,

Costs of ad design and production outside?
yes no maybe,

Where are advertisements placed?

Who determines where advertising/promotion funds
would be spent?

How would suceess of a promotion be determined?
increased inguiries
increased visitation
increased gate receipts

__ increased shop receipts

_ other (specify)

When'/how frequently would comparison/
analysis occur?

daily __ weekly
monthly . 6 months

__ annually

__ other (specify)

Time frame anticipated for results?
immediate 0-3 months
3-6 months 6-12 months
1-2 years 2-3 vears

i other (specify)

Staff and Funding

How many staff hours per week are available for site
promotion?

What staff members are available to work on tourism
promotions?

Are these staff personable? yes no.
Skilled? yes ne.
If no, are they willing to learn new skills?
yes no.
Is there someone available to teach these new skills?
yes no.

magazines _ newspapers
radio ™
billboards ___ other.

Other information to be noted:

Group Services

Can the site's parking lot handle increased traffic?
yes no.

Can the parking lot accommodate motorcoaches?
yes ______ no.

Can the entrance/ticket area adequately handle more

people? yes no

Can the current tour staff handle more people?
yes no.

Is the current tour staff willing to handle more

people? yes no.

Are more tour staff needed to handle any anticipated

increases in attendance? yes no

Can the tour staff handle groups?
yes no.

Are current restroom facilities adequate to
accommodate more visitors? ves no.

Are other facilities appropriate for more visitors?
yes no.

Can the site's space safely accommodate more people?
yes no.

Can the building tolerate more people?
ves no.

Can the grounds support more visitors?
yes _____ mo

Are other site staff willing to support more visitors?
yes no.

Is the security system adequate to handle more
visitors? yes no.

If ANY of the Group Services questions is answered with
a “no,” is the site's administration willing to support the
work necessary to correct the situation?

yes no.




Cooperative Ventures

Are cooperativeicollaborative promotional efforts being
made with another site, institution, property, or
group? yes no.

If no, why not?

Is there a history of cooperative efforts?

yes no;
on-going one time.

Currently doing? yes no;
on-going first time.

Are cooperative efforts planned in future?
yes no.

If no, why not?

Cooperative partner(s) include:
other museum(s)/historic sites;

Public:

CVB (local or associated)

other local tourism-related office
state office of tourism;

Private:
other attraction(s)
_ hotelfmotel (local)

_ hotel/motel (national chain)
motorcoach
campground
other (specify)

Group:
formal/organized non-profit
informal,

Active involvement from your site?

yes no.
Co-op grants? yes no.
Granting agency:

public private

state local.
Does staff write grants? yes no.
Partner write grants? yes no.
Dollars? ves no.
In-kind? yes no.
Rate the institution's cooperative ventures:

very successful

successful

_ moderately successful
not very successful
unable to rate.

Are cooperative efforts evaluated when completed?

yes no.
By partner? yes no.
Joint evaluation with partner?

yes no.
Individual evaluation without partner?

no.

yes
Shared with partner? yes no.
What is the purpose of doing tourism?
more visitors
more money
— for operations
for projects
increased reputation
increased communityfarea visibility
economic development for
communityarea/region
other (specify)

Site Assessment

Using a professional point of view, list the five specific sig-
nificantly positive items about the site, including any
aspect of the property from structure to component of col-
lection, feature of grounds, or personnel:

Using a professional point of view, list the five signifi-
cantly negative aspects of the site:

Using a visitor's point of view, list the site's five best and
worst qualities:
Best:




Worst:

How were these determined?

Are there plans to correct the negative qualities?

Are the positive qualities being utilized to their fullest
potential?

Deseribe your collection, including approximate number
of pieces, geographic area(s) reflected, time period(s), over-
all themes, scope of collection |area, regional, international,
atc.), typels) of item (furniture, textiles, decorative art, folk
art, etc), and significance of collection:

Summarize the nature, scope, and depth of the collection
described above:

What do visitors recognize as the two most interesting
pieces in the collection?

Are these pieces readily accessible?

yes no.
Are they pointed out during tours?
ves no

SummaryiAdditional Site Information:

£} 1990 by American Association for State and Local His-
tory. Technical Leaflet #172, “Site Analysis for Tourism Poten-
tial," History News, Volume 45, Number 2, MarchiApril 1990.

Technical leaflets are issued by American Association for
State and Local History to provide the historical agency and
museum field with detailed, up-to-date technical advice. Tech-
nical leaflets and reports are available through History News
magazine to AASLH members or through the AASLH Press

catalog to any interested buyer. Membership information or
technical leaflet or report reprints may be ordered by contact-
ing American Association for State and Local History, 172
Second Avenue North, Suite 202, Nashville, TN 37201, (615}
255-2971, FAX (615) 255-2979.

American Association for State and Local History endorses
no particular product, service, or institution.




MRS TECHNICAL
LEAFLET

A PUBLICATION OF THE
AMERICAN ASSOCIATION
FOR STATE AND LOCAL HISTORY

Charting the
Impact of
Museum
Exhibitions:

Understanding
the Public’s
Perspective

BY GAIL ANDERSON AND ADRIENNE HORN

oday, museums operate in an increasingly more complex and changing marketplace. Survival means
understanding the needs and perspectives of different museum audiences, both actual and potential, and finding
the specific niche that is relevant and appropriate to the communities that each museum serves. Many manage-
ment tools have helped museums navigate through these challenging times. Evaluation, the study of customer

perspectives about specific programs or ideas, remains one of the most effective tools that museums have used.



The goal of this technical leaflet is to explain evalua-
tion as a tool for strengthening museum exhibitions in
order to help museum leaders determine what
approach is best suited for the particular exhibition
needs in their organizations. It should be noted that the
evaluation methods discussed can be used to assess
the broad range of public programs that museums and
historic sites offer.

This technical leaflet reviews:

e What is evaluation?

e What questions should you ask before conducting an
evaluation study?

e What are three common types of evaluation?

e What evaluation methods exist?

e Who should conduct evaluation?

e What is the role of evaluation in
museum decision making?

e What are some good resources
on evaluation?

Front-end evaluation

helps museums better

1. What exhibit or program do you want to evaluate?
What are your reasons for conducting an evaluation
study?

2. What are the goals and objectives for your evaluation
study?

3. At what point are you in the development process in
the exhibition?

4. If you conduct an evaluation study, who within the
museum would be responsible for overseeing the
study? Professional staff? Volunteers? Board mem-
bers?

5. What resources will your museum commit to the
evaluation? Financial? Time? Staff or volunteer time?
Space? Leadership?

6. Who will conduct the study? Staff or volunteers?

Consultant? University students?

7. What level of training for
staff and volunteers, if any,
will be needed to conduct the

evaluation?

align the focus and

WHAT IS EVALUATION?

For the purposes of this techni-
cal leaflet, evaluation is defined as
the activity which gathers and
analyzes museum visitor respons-
es and perceptions of a particular
museum exhibition. Museums
conduct evaluation because they want to improve
what they do and they want to know what their cus-
tomer, the visitor, thinks about their exhibitions. The
ultimate value of evaluation studies is how the gath-
ered data informs museum leaders and impacts future
decisions for enhancing the public’s enjoyment of
museum exhibitions.

WHAT QUESTIONS SHOULD YOU ASK
BEFORE CONDUCTING AN EVALUA-
TION STUDY?

Before addressing the list of questions below, consid-
er: is your institution ready to conduct an evaluation
study, and is an evaluation study appropriate given the
resources and museum leadership in place? If the

answer is yes, answer these questions.

content of its

exhibitions with its

intended audiences.

WHAT ARE THREE
COMMON TYPES OF
EVALUATION?

I.FRONT-END EVALUATION

Front-end evaluation gathers
information about an audience’s
knowledge, perceptions, or atti-
tudes about a topic, theme, or concept for an exhibition
in the early stages of development. A museum planning
team may wish to test an idea for an exhibition with
members of the public BEFORE investing substantial
time and funds to develop the exhibition.

The goal for conducting front-end evaluation is to
determine the public’s receptivity and understanding of
an idea proposed for an exhibition. The information
gathered provides insight into the potential success of
an exhibit. Sometimes, feedback may instigate a
change in the name of the exhibit, the focus of the
exhibit, the contents or objects featured in the exhibit,
etc. It can fundamentally change an exhibit before
resources have been allocated for development, instal-
lation, promotional activities, etc. Front-end evaluation
helps museums better align the focus and content of its
exhibitions with its intended audiences.

The public that is chosen for the front-end evaluation



will depend on the emphasis of the exhibition and its
goals. For example, the public may include current visi-
tors, visitors of a certain age bracket, or weekend visi-
tors. Or the evaluation could examine several different
subsets of audiences including current visitors, people
who live in a certain neighborhood or have a certain
zip code, or people who frequent a certain section of
your city. It all depends on the goals of the exhibition,
funding, time, and available expertise.

One example of front-end evaluation took place at
The Oakland Museum of California. The members of
the Natural Sciences and Education Departments want-
ed to develop an exhibition about the most pressing
urban environmental issues facing the San Francisco
Bay Area. The staff knew that input from the Oakland
community was necessary to assure a broad perspec-
tive on the topic. Over 200 community members repre-
senting a broad and diverse spectrum of individuals
from businesses, the public school system, environ-
mental agencies, churches, neighborhood associations,
etc. were invited to a community meeting held at the
museum. After two community meetings and the work
of a community organizer, who interviewed leaders in
the community, the museum felt that it had a broad
representative sample of viewpoints.

The top urban environmental issues identified by
community members were violence and opportunities
for youth to engage in productive activities, including
job training. The museum worked collaboratively with
the Oakland Men’s Project, an organization devoted to
the prevention of violence, to help shape a conceptual
plan that addressed both of these issues. Following this
work, the museum hired three teen interns to organize
and lead after school activities, in a local vacant lot, that
focused on environmental issues impacting the chil-
dren’s local community. Part of the project involved
creating a mural on a vacant wall, formerly a target for
graffiti. All of this work eventually evolved into an
exhibit that featured the urban environmental issues
central to these inner city teens.

Had The Oakland Museum of California mounted an
exhibit without community input, there would have
been little connection to the very audience they wanted
to reach, Oakland citizens—specifically teenagers. The
museum altered their approach, involved local teens in
an innovative educational program and exhibition
development process, and created a much more rele-
vant exhibition as a result of this front-end evaluation.

2. FORMATIVE EVALUATION

Formative evaluation collects critical visitor feedback
about aspects of an exhibition DURING the develop-
ment or design phase. The reason for conducting for-
mative evaluation during the developmental stages is to
provide feedback that may cause alterations or modifica-
tions to the exhibit before the exhibit components are
finalized. This can save time and money in the long run.

The point at which formative evaluation occurs may
depend on staff availability and funds as much as it may
depend on identifying the best time(s) to conduct the
evaluation. If the exhibition is substantial in size and
scope, staff may wish to conduct formative evaluation
at several points during the development of the exhibit.

Like front-end evaluation, the public that is selected
to participate in the evaluation is dictated by the goals
and objectives of the exhibition, the time and funds
devoted to evaluation, and the level of expertise of
those individuals conducting the study.

For example, at the California Academy of Sciences in
San Francisco, an in-house evaluator conducted a forma-
tive evaluation using a prototype of a three-dimensional
model about earthquake fault lines. The goal of this
exhibit component was to help the visitor better under-
stand the impact of fault movement. The result of the
formative evaluation revealed that visitors had some
confusion with terms used in the labels, and a strong
desire to manipulate the components in the model.
Since the model prototype had no moving parts, the vis-
itors’ responses pointed to the need to modify the
model itself and to clarify terms in the labels. Since time
did not allow for making a new model, the project team
painted a road on the surface of the model showing the
effects of the shifting earth. Because roads are familiar
to the visitor, the staff felt that showing a dramatic
break in a road would show the impact of fault move-
ment and would help demonstrate the main message of
the exhibit. The addition of the painted road also
strengthened the connection to the label illustrations.

3.SSUMMATIVE EVALUATION

Summative evaluation gathers visitor feedback and
response to an exhibition AFTER it has been installed.
The reason for conducting summative evaluation is to
assess the response of visitors who viewed the exhibi-
tion. In this sense, summative evaluation focuses on
how well an exhibit met its goals. The target audience

for summative evaluation is already defined: it must be
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someone who saw the exhibition or used the exhibi-
tion. In addition to informing staff of areas that might
require modification while the exhibit is still up, the
results of summative evaluation can also inform the
development and design of future exhibitions.

An example of summative evaluation occurred at the
Monterey Bay Aquarium, where a trained evaluator
studied visitor behavior in an exhibit called, Kelp Lab.
The goal of the evaluation was to note how visitors used
the exhibit and to determine how well the exhibits held
the attention of aquarium visitors. Using the evaluation
method of timing and tracking, the evaluator document-
ed visitor behavior and movement in the exhibit.

This summative evaluation study revealed: the major-
ity of visitors stopped at more than 51% of the exhibit
areas in the Kelp Lab; some areas of the exhibit space
were not as heavily used as others; and the use of the
microscope stations pointed to the fact that the micro-
scopes were installed at the wrong height for easy use.
Further observations revealed that: visitors tended to
move around Kelp Lab, often backtracking in order to
spend more time at a particular exhibit; when visitors
could face each other at an exhibit area they tended to
stay longer than if they stood next to one another look-
ing straight ahead; and last, during busy hours, visitors
would only wait five to ten seconds to gain access to an
exhibit area before moving on.

The feedback from this summative evaluation study
shed new light on some of the assumptions that the staff
had about their visitors. The staff learned that visitor
behavior in Kelp Lab countered some of the main
assumptions made about aquarium visitors in general,
such as: visitors do not backtrack in long, low lit halls with
exhibits; and visitors will wait to view an exhibit if they are
interested. The staff recognized that while this summative
evaluation revealed visitor movement and behavior in
Kelp Lab, it did not reveal what the visitors learned since
interviews or questionnaires were not part of this study.
Last, the results of the evaluation helped inform the
design of a new interactive lab area at the aquarium.

WHAT EVALUATION METHODS EXIST?

Each type of evaluation requires the selection,
design, and use of the appropriate method(s) to
achieve the goals and objectives of the study. There are
several key elements that impact the effectiveness of

evaluation: (A) the size of the sample; (B) the
method(s) used; and (C) pre-testing.

(A) Each evaluation identifies who will be studied
and how many people will be included in the study.
This is very important because a study may not be
valid if an inadequate number of people are included.
Mathematicians and scientists have developed statisti-
cal formulas to guide decisions about sample size.

(B) Evaluation methods collect either qualitative or
quantitative information. Depending on the scope of
the study, using both methods can provide more bal-
anced feedback. Qualitative evaluation yields informa-
tion about public perceptions and attitudes. A focus
group is a good example of qualitative information,
however, because the sample size is small (8 to 10 peo-
ple), the results are of an anecdotal nature. A telephone
survey is a good example of a quantitative study.
Telephone survey responses are numerically analyzed
and are statistically reliable.

(C) Pre-testing is an essential step for finalizing the
evaluation instruments that are used. Pre-testing refers
to a trial run of the instrument on a small sample size.
The value of pre-testing is finding the flaws in the study
before extensive amounts of data have been collected.
It provides information so that the evaluator can modify
the instrument to be more effective in meeting the
goals of the evaluation.

BELOW ARE BRIEF DESCRIPTIONS OF
THE MOST COMMON EVALUATION
METHODS USED.

Observations

Observation techniques refer to observing visitors in
an exhibition. There is no discourse between the
trained observers and the visitor. Rather the observer
predetermines what will be observed and how it will be
noted. Then the observer collects the information.

There are several types of observation methods:

® unobtrusive observation refers to an evaluator who
observes visitors in a non-intrusive manner while
making notes of their movement and behavior
through the exhibit.

e timing and tracking refers to the process of record-
ing the amount of time a visitor spends in front of indi-
vidual display cases and/or engaged in interactive
components during their pathway through an exhibit.



® media-collected information may include a video tape
or other means that captures visitors in the exhibition
usually at a particular place where the camera has
been stationed.

Interviews

Interviews require an individual or several individu-
als to interact with a visitor or prospective visitor by
asking a predetermined set of questions. There are sev-
eral types of interviews used for evaluation studies.
o Telephone surveys are interviews conducted via the tele-
phone by trained individuals. The interviewer uses a script
that outlines a list of questions, exact-
ly what information is desired, and
how the information is to be collected.
The size of the sample is important to
determine whether or not the sample
size is valid.
e Visitor intercept interviews are
conducted with visitors in the muse-
um. Guidelines about the selection
of interviewees is essential for vali-
dating the information. Random
selection is a common method and
avoids the trap of the interviewer
selecting “people who look nice”.
e Focus groups are groups of select-
ed individuals who participate in a
discussion. Focus groups are usual-
ly facilitated by trained experts who ask a series of
questions about a specific topic. Unlike individual
interviews, a focus group provides a forum for interac-
tion among the focus group participants. Frequently,
lively discussion takes place as the participants
respond and react to the questions and each other.

Many museums choose to conduct focus groups in a
focus group facility. Behind a one-way mirror,
observers, such as staff or board members, may watch
the focus group session. Still others use video to docu-
ment the session in order to share the proceedings
with museum staff or board members. However, a
focus group can also take place in a meeting space
within the museum.

Questionnaires

Questionnaires are used to conduct surveys about
the public’s response to a particular exhibition.
Questionnaires may use multiple choice questions,

Evaluation can be

one of the best tools
for assisting a museum
in strengthening the

impact of its exhibitions

and increasing visitor

satisfaction.

open-ended questions, or a mixture of both. If the sam-
ple size is substantial, the questionnaire should be
developed and analyzed by individuals who specialize
in collecting this type of information.

Mock-ups/Prototypes

Mock-ups refer to models of an exhibit component or
rough version of a proposed element of an exhibit.
Frequently, a mock-up is created out of butcher paper, foam
core and magic markers to mimic the intended exhibit
component. If a museum has ample resources, a close
replica, a prototype, may be created to test visitor response.

Mock-ups/prototypes are
usually made for:

® exhibit components, like an
interactive device or an interpre-
tive panel, etc.

e Jabels that replicate various ver-
sions of text in support of an
exhibit component. This may be
provided in addition to the exhibit
component mock-up.

o pamphlets or printed materials,
that accompany the exhibition,
may be developed to test visitor
response. These may be devel-
oped in a format close to the final
intended version, a prototype, or
created in simple formats to indicate design and layout.

WHO SHOULD CONDUCT EVALUATION?

Who conducts evaluation studies is a critical ques-
tion. Every museum has several options.
I. Conduct the evaluation in-house.

Many museums use volunteers and appointed staff
members to carry out their evaluation studies. A few,
large museums have an evaluator on staff or a staff
member with training in evaluation to oversee and con-
duct evaluation projects.

2. Hire a trained evaluator or research firm.

The reason many museums use an outside consultant
is to gain objectivity about the museum and to benefit
from their expertise and experience. If a museum wish-
es to engage in extensive evaluation, it is recommended
that the museum speak to several people who are
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trained in evaluation to learn of their approach, experi-
ence, and fees for conducting the type of study desired.
Consultants frequently prepare an estimated budget for
a conducting an evaluation. Clearly, some forms of eval-
uation, such as telephone surveys and similar types of
quantitative research, require trained experts.

3. Engage the services of the local university.

Many museums reside in communities that have uni-
versities with graduate students eager to gain experi-
ence in evaluation. Consider contacting your local
university to see if your museum might be a site for a
class project or research project for a particular student.

WHAT IS THE ROLE OF EVALUATION
IN MUSEUM DECISION-MAKING?

Often, evaluation occurs because it is required by
funders or is prompted by external pressures. It is best
to conduct evaluation when it is genuinely valued by
the museum leadership as a useful tool for understand-
ing the public’s viewpoint and when management is
prepared to make decisions based on the feedback
resulting from evaluation. Much wasted time and finan-
cial resources have been lost on ill-directed evaluation
studies; however, even more time and financial
resources have been lost when evaluation has not
occurred. Evaluation can be one of the best tools for
assisting a museum in strengthening the impact of its
exhibitions and increasing visitor satisfaction.

In the end, each museum must decide what is best and
most appropriate for their institution given their
resources, time, and long term goals. Ideally, each muse-
um should incorporate evaluation in some form into their
exhibition development process. Once evaluation is incor-
porated into a museum’s long term exhibition schedule, it
is wise to budget at least 10% of the total cost of the exhibi-
tion for post-installation evaluations and modifications.

WHAT ARE SOME GOOD RESOURCES
ON EVALUATION?

This technical leaflet is an introduction to evaluation
for museum exhibitions. For those interested in learn-
ing more about evaluation, there are many reference
books and articles that provide in-depth information on
evaluation. Further, many evaluation and visitor studies

experts and professional organizations can provide
guidance, information, and training on evaluation.
Below are listed some selected references and

resources on evaluation in the museum field.
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Angeles, CA: The J. Paul Getty Trust, 1991.

INTERNET

A bibliography on visitor studies, evaluation, market
research, and performance measurement compiled by
three museum professionals is available at
http://www.civilization.ca/cwm/biblio/bievaeng.html.

MUSEUM-L—Museum Discussion List
To subscribe, send e-mail to
LISTSERV@LSOFT.EASE.COM

SIRIS-Smithsonian Institution Research Information System
http://www.siris.si.edu/

This site allows you to search the Smithsonian
Library catalog, the Art Inventories catalog,
Smithsonian chronology, and the Smithsonian
Research and Bibliographies catalog. The last catalog
includes the museum studies database which includes
citations of museum studies theses and dissertation
and indexes ALI-ABA proceedings, the Journal of
Museum Education and AAM conference proceeding

audio tapes.

EVALTALK—Evaluation Discussion List
To subscribe, send e-mail to
LISTSERV@UA1VM.UA.EDU

ORGANIZATIONS

The museum and history field is supported by a
number of professional associations and organizations.
Many of these may be useful resources for information
about evaluation. Check AASLH’s home page at
http://www.aaslh.org, the Directory of Historical
Organizations in the United States and Canada, the
Official Museum Directory for additional organizations.

American Association for State and Local History
(AASLH)

1717 Church Street

Nashville, TN 37203

615-320-3203

http://www.aaslh.org/

American Association of Museums (AAM)
1575 Eye Street, NW, Suite 400
Washington, D.C. 20005

(202) 289-1818

http://www.aam-us.org/

Committee on Audience Research and Evaluation
(CARE)

Ellen Giusti

American Museum of Natural History

Central Park West at 79th Street

New York, NY 10024

(212) 769-5646
http://members.aol.com/intlabel/care
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American Evaluation Association
PO Box 704

Point Reyes, CA 94956
888-311-6321
http://www.eval.org

Association of Science and Technology Centers
(ASTC)

1025 Vermont Avenue, Suite 500

‘Washington, DC 20005

(202) 783-7200

http://www.astc.org/

Educational Research Association

Informal Learning Environments Research Group
(ILER)

Ohio State University

947 East Johnstown Road

Columbus, OH 43230
http://darwin.sesp.nwu.edu/informal

Museum Education Roundtable (MER)
621 Pennsylvania Avenue, SE
‘Washington, DC 20003

202-547-8378
http://www.erols.com/merorg/

Museum Reference Center

Smithsonian Institution

A&I Building, Room 2235

900 Jefferson Drive SW

‘Washington, DC 20560-0427

202-786-2271
http://www.sil.si.edu/Branches/mrc-hp.htm

National Association for Museum Exhibition (NAME)
1220 L Street NW

Suite 100270

Washington, D.C. 20005

800-450-6602
http://130.160.178.161/NAMEindex.html

Qualitative Research Consultants Association (QRCA)
PO Box 2396

Gaithersburg, MD 20886-2396

888-674-7722

http://www.qrca.org

Visitor Studies Association (VSA)
Department of Psychology
Colorado State University

Fort Collins, CO 80523

(970) 491-4352
http://museum.cl.msu.edu/vsa
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MEASURING SUCCESS
ow do you measure success? Webster’s International Dictionary defines success as,

”

among other things, “a favorable accomplishment,” “to achieve ones aims,” and even “prosperity.”
With increasing frequency, historical institutions, along with other not-for-profit organizations, are
being asked to measure their performance and to be held accountable for their results to a variety
of stakeholders, be they donors, the public, or government. There is considerable evidence that
the rising generation of philanthropists is becoming more involved in the decision making of how
gifts will be used, and they are requiring measurable results. “Best practice” and performance

measurement models developed in the business world during the last decades of the 20th century

are now being applied to museums and historical societies.



The Virginia Historical Society (VHS) has achieved
success in a variety of measurable and quantifiable
ways in recent years. Within the last decade it has
raised nearly $60 million, tripled the size of its build-
ing, more than doubled its endowment, nearly quadru-
pled the size of its membership, increased annual
giving by 900%, raised annual visitation numbers from
less than 10,000 to more than 80,000, and taken pro-
grams and services to almost every county in Virginia.

tutes now do a better job in the classroom? Do people
who read our quarterly journal get anything out of it?
Do our exhibitions truly educate and inform the people
who go through them? How about the lectures and
other public programs we offer? How do we measure
the success of our research library? Our Web page?
All of this goes to show that measuring success at
historical institutions is complicated. While there are
several quantifiable ways of measuring the success of

It has opened itself to a more
diverse public, reaching across age
and ethnic lines to a far greater
extent that it did in the past. Its col-
lections have grown by nearly 40% in
a decade.

Each of those numbers is impres-
sive, but how accurately do they
measure “success?” The current
mission statement of the VHS posits
simply that the institution “collects,
preserves, and interprets Virginia’s
past for the education and enjoyment
of present and future generations.”

The statistics listed above, in part,
help measure how successful the
VHS is in fulfilling its mission, but
they do not provide all of the
answers. The increase in visitation,

With increasing
frequency,
historical
institutions,
along with other
not-for-profit
organizations,
are being asked
to measure their
performance
and to be held
accountable for

their results to

our institutions, many aspects of our
operations simply cannot be mea-
sured by numbers alone. Our staff
has talked a lot about measuring per-
formance. We have examined stan-
dards recommended by several
professional organizations including
the American Library Association
and the American Association of
Museums through its accreditation
program. We are very familiar with
the Institute of Museum and
Services general operating support
grant proposals. While encompass-
ing some aspects of our operation,
none of these provided an exact fit
for a hybrid institution like ours. The
Virginia Historical Society is a repos-
itory, library, museum, educational
institution, tourist attraction, learned

for example, is impressive, but
would we say the institution was
more successful if the figures had
reached 100,000? Many other muse-
ums in Virginia achieved higher

attendance figures. Are they more

a variety of
stakeholders,

be they donors,

society, field service, and publisher
all rolled into one.

As a result, we developed a simple
system of performance measure-
ments by creating a set of questions,

the public, or

successful? Conversely, most of
those museums have not expanded
the size of their buildings. Are they
less successful than the VHS? The
collections of the VHS have grown
remarkably, but are we successful if we don’t have the
space to house them properly?

More than once in recent years we have been asked
to measure the success of our educational programs.
Have we made a difference, for example, in improving
student performance on the history portion of the state
standards of learning objectives? Have we determined
if the teachers who participate in our teachers’ insti-

government.

a checklist, to ask ourselves about
as many aspects of our operation as
possible. We asked the senior mem-
bers of our staff to imagine them-
selves evaluating the performance
of an institution similar to the VHS. If, for example, the
head of our library evaluated another research library,
what questions would she want answered? What would
our museum curator look for to determine if another
museum was performing at the highest professional
level? And so on.

In coming up with a series of questions, we asked
our staff to consider both external and internal issues.



In other words, how well is the institution doing in a
public sense, and how well does it perform behind-the-
scenes? A historical society may do an excellent job of
providing first-class public programs, while at the same
time performing poorly in collections stewardship,
financial management, or personnel policy.

In this technical leaflet, we provide a checklist of
questions that we attempt to answer about the exter-
nal or public side of our institution. As you can see,
most of the questions do not have
quantifiable answers; rather they
are basic questions to determine if
the right systems and policies are in

In school and

and Indicators of Excellence.” It provides an outline of
exhibition features that generally results in success.
Wonderful exhibitions, however, sometimes emerge
from purposeful but brilliant deviations from the norm.
Moreover, it may be desirable for museums to have
democratic, inclusive exhibition development process-
es, but excellent exhibitions can emerge in other ways,
even from the mind of a single person. The “Standards”
only judge the exhibition product as seen by the visitor.
There are six categories of stan-
dards. The full document provides
sub-sets of questions under each
heading here. The full document is

place to ensure a strong operation.
We provide these questions merely
as a template for other institutions
to adapt for their own uses. In
applying this format to your organi-
zation, you may want to add ques-
tions of your own. This technical
leaflet is the first of two on perfor-
mance measures. A subsequent
technical leaflet will provide a
checklist for internal operations.

— CHARLES E. BRYAN, JR.

youth programs,
students should
learn history, but
they should also
gain an

appreciation for

the past and the

special role
museums play in

the preservation

used to judge the annual exhibition
competition sponsored by the
Committee on Audience Research
and Evaluation (CARE), the National
Association for Museum Exhibition
(NAME), and the Curators’
Committee of the American
Association of Museums, and

is available through them.

Did the audience respond well to
the exhibition and was the response
consistent with the exhibition’s goals?

Director

of community

memory.

CORE MISSION
PROGRAMS

Exhibitions:

Some people consider an exhibition successful if it
attracts numerous visitors or results in new members.
However, even mediocre exhibits can do those things if
the topic is sensational or even salacious. Gate receipts
and membership levels may well be critical to enabling
a museum to fulfill its mission, and the successfulness
of marketing efforts should certainly be evaluated, but
the success of an exhibition itself ought not be mea-
sured alone by its popularity, but by whether it was
physically, intellectually, and emotionally engaging to
those who experienced it.

The Standing Professional Committees Council of
the American Association of Museums has developed a
document called “Standards for Museum Exhibitions

Information accommodates different
learning styles and degrees of inter-
est; goals are measured by audience
and peer evaluation and published
exhibition reviews.

Does the exhibition respect the
integrity of its content? Subject is within the
mission of the museum; subject is appropriate for
the exhibition format; there are enough objects
to support the storyline; the information is
accurate and based on recent and reliable
scholarship.

Have conservation and security matters been
appropriately addressed? Objects are properly
mounted; light levels, climate control, and securi-
ty needs are met; if going to multiple sites, crat-
ing and shipping is appropriate to protect the
artifacts and exhibit elements.

Is the information/message of the exhibition
clear and coherent? If not, is there a good reason
why not? Ideas are clearly expressed; there is a
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pattern to content; labels are written to the read-
ing level of the intended audience; design ele-
ments are appropriate to the exhibition’s goals
and intended audience.

Avre the media employed and the means used to
present them in spatial planning, design, and phys-
ical presentation appropriate to the exhibition’s
theme, subject matter, collection, and audiences?
Design supports exhibition ideas and tone; spa-
tial organization supports
story organization; the traffic
flow is clear (or there’s a good
reason why not).

Is the exhibition physically
accessible? Are visitors comfort-
able and safe viewing the exhi-
bition? Visitors are
forewarned about troubling
materials; instructions are
clear; seating is adequate; the
needs of all potential visitors
are addressed.

Using these guidelines will
assure competence.
Excellence, however, usually requires some of
the following: a new perspective or fresh insight
on a topic, or a synthesis of existing information
presented in a provocative way; innovative use of
media and design elements; an exceptionally
beautiful presentation that evokes an emotional
response; or making a personal connection with
the visitor so that the exhibition is a memorable
or even transforming experience, resulting in
such exclamations as “I finally get it!” or “T'll
never see that the same way again.”

— James C. KeLLy
Assistant Director for Museums

Research Library:

Every research library is unique, but all of them
share certain characteristics. Libraries assemble, pro-
vide access, and preserve collections of material.
Although the virtual library with its virtual collections
is a reality, the challenge of providing accurate and
prompt information remains constant for every kind of
library. Increasingly, the public expects more from

In today’s hectic
world, personal
attention to all
patrons remains

the hallmark of

enduring

institutions.

libraries because research needs have become more
complex. Libraries must meet this challenge by assist-
ing users to locate the ideas, information, and materials
to meet their diverse interests. The library then
becomes a crossroads between available reference
resources and the community of users.

Ave the facilities allocated for researchers
user friendly—adequate seating, well lighted,
properly equipped (microfilm reader-
printers, photocopiers) and adequately
maintained?

Is the institution’s personnel profes-
sionally trained, knowledgeable about
resources, and large enough to effec-
tively serve a variety of users?

What level of assistance is given to
patrons and is the service accurate,
prompt, and courteous?

How well does the library serve the
off-site visitor—phone queries, letters,
and email?

Does the library maintain tight
security without intimidating users?

Does the institution have a high level of access to
collections, including easy to use catalogs (on-line
or card), in-house finding aids, regular announce-
ments of recent acquisitions, and availability of col-
lections on-line?

— FRANCES S. POLLARD
Assistant Director for Library Services

Programs for Youths: School tours, workshops, in-
school programs

Regardless of how your institution defines its mis-
sion, the public probably believes you exist to teach
history to school children. And when it comes to justi-
fying your position in the community—to funders, leg-
islators, and your own members—you, too, spotlight
the children you reach. In many institutions, school
groups drive attendance. They are often the most
demographically diverse audiences served. In school
and youth programs, students should learn history,
but they should also gain an appreciation for the past
and the special role museums play in the preservation
of community memory. Students should become



invested in history at an early age and maintain that
commitment, if not to our institution, but to its ideals
as adults.

Avre teachers and educators outside of the
museum consulted regularly in the development
of programs?

Do programs, including school tours, support
the educational requirements of the school systems
served?

Avre they well-grounded
in solid and up-to-date
scholarship?

Are docents or museum
teachers given thorough
training prior to giving tours?

Are evaluations of programs
done regularly, and is the
information provided used

another way of

to improve those programs?
Is the percentage of positive
evaluations high?

—WILLIAM B. OBROCHTA
Head of Educational Services

Programs for Adults:

Most history-related institutions
view educational programming as an integral element
in fulfilling their missions. These programs usually
divide into the two main audiences of adults and
school children, each with its particular challenges.
Educational programs for adult audiences typically
consist of workshops, symposia, and, perhaps most
commonly, lectures. Institutions seeking to optimize
such adult programming need to consider the basics:
proper facilities and commitment of financial and staff
resources. They must also answer more philosophical
questions to ensure the appropriateness of the content
for their specific mission. The schedule of programs
should reflect the diversity of the institution’s poten-
tial audiences and should appeal to both traditional
constituencies and new ones.

Avre regular adult education programs core to
the institution’s mission?
Avre some or all programs open to the general public?

In the past
decade, historical

organizations have

[ S

current and

potential

constituencies.

Is the subject matter of the programs consistent
with the institution’s mission and purpose?

Does the range of topics include some subjects
that are historically significant but may not draw
large audiences?

Does the institution conduct audience evalua-
tions of its programs, and are evaluations used to
shape future programs?

Does the institution commit adequate resources
to attract highly qualified presenters?
Does the institution commit ade-
quate resources to promote the pro-

grams?

Does the institution have appropri-
ately equipped and sized facilities to
support the programs?

embraced the

—NELSON D. LANKFORD
Assistant Director for Publications
and Education

reaching out to

Publications:

Publications offer a way for
history institutions to reach and
serve a range of constituencies.
Monographs, periodicals, exhibition
catalogs, and archival finding aids to
make collections more accessible
are among the most prevalent types of publication.
Institutions whose scope is a whole state or region
often publish a journal of record for the history of that
area. All of these publications provide links for the insti-
tution to both the academic community and the broad-
er world of historical inquiry. Other types of
publications include newsletters to inform members
about the institution’s activities and many other inci-
dental print pieces that serve a similar purpose. It is
just as important for the institution’s integrity as a good
steward and interpreter of its collections that its other
publications should be able to pass muster according to
most of these standards.

Does the institution have formal editorial and
publication policies in place? If the institution pub-
lishes a journal, do the editors use a double-blind
referee system?
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To what extent do the institution’s publications
reflect solid scholarship, editing for content, copy-
editing, and fact checking?

If editorial functions are contracted outside, does
the institution have proper control over editorial
quality, content, scheduling, design and format,
and budget?

Is the content of publications independent of
undue influence by, for example, the institution’s
governing board or donors?

Does the institution’s publi-
cation program keep up to
date with the most current
electronic practices in the
printing industry?

Do editors attempt to pro-
mote an inclusive range to sub-
ject matter in keeping with the

enduring

scope of the institution’s publi-
cations?

Is the design and format visitors.
attractive and consistent with

the institution’s image?

—NELSON D. LANKFORD
Assistant Director for Publications and Education

SUPPORT ACTIVITIES AND SERVICES

The economy of recent years has fueled the growth
of new museums, museum expansions, new centers for
specialized study, libraries, and cultural tourism attrac-
tions. How will these new non-profits survive? How will
the established non-profits survive and continue to
grow? The key to survival in almost every case is the
ability to raise funds. Institutions that are the most suc-
cessful at attracting funding are those whose staffs real-
ize that fund-raising is not a linear process—from the
point of identification of prospects, to the point of culti-
vation, to the point of solicitation. Successful institu-
tions realize that fund raising is much more complex
and multi-leveled. A donor has myriad opportunities to
make a decision about a gift and chances are you will
never know at exactly which point the donor was per-
suaded. Was it a letter of solicitation? Was it the way
she was treated in your museum shop? Was it an arti-

How an institution
looks will often
form the first and,

perhaps, most

impression on

cle in your newsletter? Was it seeing your curator con-
ducting a workshop at another historical society?
Successful institutions realize that donor-centered sup-
port services are vital to the advancement of their mis-
sion. In today’s hectic world, personal attention to all
patrons remains the hallmark of enduring institutions.

Visitor Services and Reception:

Avre visitors dealt with promptly and courteously?

Is accurate information for visitors
easily and readily available?

Is visitor service personnel trained
and/or experienced in customer
relations, communications skills,
providing a variety of information,
and dealing with difficult or special
visitors?

Is equipment (cash registers,
attract screens, audio phones, etc.)
adequate to the job and is it well
maintained?

Avre policies regarding photogra-
phy, backpacks, strollers, and muse-
um etiquette clearly communicated to
the visitor?

Avre the institution’s public hours consistent and
sufficient to serve the needs of the publics it serves?

Museum Shop:

Avre the shop and the items it sells relevant to the
institution’s mission?

Is it compliant with unrelated business income
tax laws?

Is the shop’s personnel adequately trained
and/or experienced to handle all operations,
including high customer service, buying and sell-
ing, inventory control, and cost accounting?

Is the shop properly located, equipped, appoint-
ed, and sufficiently sized to do its job?

Member and Donor Services:

Does the institution maintain detailed, accurate,
up-to-date and easily retrievable membership and
donor information?

Does it have the equipment to support this
Sfunction?



Is personnel well versed and able to effectively
answer questions regarding tax information,
benefits, programs and services, and other related
matters?

Does the institution maintain strict privacy
regarding member and donor information?

Are members and donors thanked in a timely
and proper manner? Is the cost of memberships at
least break-even?

Are memberships adequately leveraged for fund
raising purposes?

Are membership levels broad enough to make
membership available to as wide a public as possible?

Is staff trained to rvecognize and deal with poten-
tial ethical conflicts in donor relations?

Are member and donor special events consistent
with and help enhance the institution’s mission?

Public Relations and Marketing:

Avre advertising media appropriate to the pro-
gram being promoted?

Does the institution make use of public service
announcements, free publicity, editorial listings, and
in-kind promotion to stretch advertising dollars?

Does the institution look for economies in print-
ing, postage, and photography by consolidating
mailings, targeted mailing lists, and appropriate
use of color and multiple images?

Is there a graphic standard for print pieces that
reinforces and maintains the identity of the institu-
tion by way of a logo, signature image, or type style?

Are marketing efforts aimed at a broad and
diverse audience?

Is the message accurate, correct, and suitable to
the mission?

Facility Rentals:

Has the board and staff determined the objec-
tive for facility rentals? Is a rental program
expected to be profitable? Is it an extension of the
marketing effort?

Is the institution in compliance with unrelated
business income tax legislation?

Avre safeguards in place to protect the collections
and museum furnishings at each event?

Avre the eligibility requirements, regulations, and
pricing consistent for all qualified donors?

Do the staff and board have a clear understand-
ing of the regulations?

Avre caterers’ insurance policies, alcoholic bever-
age licenses, and other liability factors considered
Sor each event?

Does the institution have access to the guest lists
Jor rental events?

Avre emergency procedures and refund policies in
Dlace for weather closings, power outages, and
other unpredictable circumstances?

Is there an opportunity for the institution to
have promotional material at each rental event
or to have appropriate staff available to serve as
hosts or greeters?

—PAMELA R. SEAY
Assistant Director for Development and

Public Affairs

Web Site:

In the past decade, historical organizations have
embraced the Internet as another way of reaching out to
current and potential constituencies. Web sites offer
great opportunities for organizations of every size and
budget. Indeed, they may be even more valuable for
smaller institutions than large ones as a way of projecting
the organization’s mission and programs. The following
checKlist is appropriate whether the site is maintained
with parttime help or by a large well-funded Web office.

Does the site clearly convey the mission of the
institution?

Is the site design attractive and consistent with
the organization’s image?

Does the institution have a plan so that the page
layout is always up to date by Internet standards?

Is the content of the site regularly updated?

Does the Web manager have a systematic way of
ensuring the site receives complete and timely
information from every appropriate area of the
institution?

Does the site generate usable tracking data, not
just a simple counter of visitor “hits”?

Is there a system for evaluating visitor usability
of the site, for example, through surveys or feed-
back forms?
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Does the institution commit adequate resources
to the design and maintenance of the web site?

If the institution has a collection, is a catalog or
other access to it a feature of the web site?

—THoMAS P. ILLMENSEE
Web Site Production Manager

PHYSICAL FACILITIES

Buildings and Grounds:

A institution’s physical facilities are usually its most
visible, and in some instances most important, asset.
How an institution looks will often form the first and,
perhaps, most enduring impression on visitors. A clean
and well-maintained site that is in compliance with all
relevant safety and access codes is an invaluable devel-
opment and marketing tool. It also is essential in pro-
viding an acceptable environment for irreplaceable
collections, a pleasant venue for both staff and visitors,
and one of an institution’s best bulwarks against costly
litigation. Though additional funding is usually cited as
the panacea for substandard maintenance, in many
instances greater vigilance and more careful planning
would accomplish as much.

Do the grounds and facilities satisfactorily support
the institution’s mission, programs and services, col-
lections storage, personnel, and meeting space?

Is the institution’s physical location adequate to
the fulfillment of its mission?

Do the grounds look neatly tended and inviting?

Is parking convenient and sufficient to the needs
of all the institution’s visitors?

Avre facilities readily accessible and well lighted,
and is information signage highly visible and easily
comprehended?

Are grounds and facilities ADA compliant?

Avre there sufficient public amenities such as
bathrooms, telephones, benches or other forms of
seating, and eating facilities?

Do facilities maintain a high standard of main-
tenance and cleanliness?

Does the climate control system maintain facili-
ties at proper temperature and humidity levels for
both people and collections?

Avre building mechanical and structural systems
regularly inspected and serviced?

Avre pest control programs in place?

—ROBERT F. STROHM
Associate Director

The authors can be reached at the Virginia Historical Society,

P.O.Box 731 I, Richmond,VA 23221; 804-342-9656.
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History News magazine to AASLH members or to any interested person. Membership information or additional Technical Leaflets may be acquired
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- n Part [ of this gseries, we shared a simple system of performance measurements that we

have developed at the Virginia Historical Society (VHS) by creating a set of questions about

as many aspects of our operation as possible, We asked the senior members of our staff to
imagine themselves evaluating the performance of an institution similar to the VHS. For
example, what would the head of our research library look for in another library to
determine if it was performing at the highest professional level? In what ways would the

editor of our journal evaluate that of another institution? What questions would we raise in

evaluating the exhibitions of another museum?




In creating the questions, we asked our staff to con-
gider both extermal and internal factors. In Part [, we
provided a checklist of questions to measure an instite-
ton's external fuctors relating to core mission pro-
grams, support activities and services, and physical
facilittes. Most of those guestions do oot have gquaniil-
able answers, But rather they are basic questions to
determnine if the right systems and policics are in place
to ensure the best service possible to the public, In this
leaflet, we provide a checklist for nternal operations.
The questions below apply to the Virginia Historical
Society, and, as such, they should be adapted to fit the
needs of your instibution. In applying this format to
your own organization, you will probably want o add
questions of your own.

BEHIND THE SCEMES:
HOW WELL ARE YOU
DOING?

weell does your

Until the late 1970, the activities
of most historical institutions
revolved around their curatorial
departments, and any public pro-
grams that were offered came from
curatorial personmel, Bul in the last
two decades of the 20th Century,
historical institutions of all kinds
began a major shift in philosophy
and mission. By embracing education as central to
thedr missions, they developed innowative public pro-
grams znd exhibitions, created education departments
independent of curatorial offices, and began to expamd
greatly the size and composition of their audiences.

All of these factors had a draomatic effect on historical
societies and museums, Along with majos huilding
expansion efforts, education and museum programs
led to significant increazes in visitation, public visibility,
and expectations. And none of it could have happened
without large sums of money. Publicly fundsd instit-
tions effectively used the education trump card to per-
suade elected officials o fund a host of new public
cutreach programs and services, For private instifu-
tions, public funding sources on the national and state
level made available millions of dollars for exhibits and
educational programs for institutions that clearly
demonsirated widespread public outreach, Many cor
porate and private foundations shifted much of their
erving emphass to education.

The move 1o an sducation-based mission has been
greeted with approval by the public and those who run
and govern historical institutions. Both externally and
internally, twese institutions have been transformed as a
result. While curatorial departments have tended to

In evaluating
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institution do with
those things that
are never visible

to the public?

remain aboul the same in gizge, other public and admin-
istrative divisions have been added or growmn, For many
instibutions, the porton of their budgets devoted to pul-
lic programs now subweighs curatorial functions. And
now as historical institutions embrace technokogy on all
lewels of operation, people with related zkills are becom-
ing indispensable members of any staff. The image of
ann mshbtution can be based on (he sophistication of its
Web site a5 much as anything else it does. The pres-
sures (o embrace technologn: and Lo pay [or il are enoe
i, Bat they and other demamds are not replacing
old pressures placed on historical instiobons, With this
increase m size and complexity, not te menfion puklic
expectations, historical agencies now require more pri-
fessiomalism and business acumen to
run them. The resources required (o
maintain programs and capital oatlays
hawve risen at a corresponding rate.

All of this goes to show that measur-
ingz 2 higtorical institution's perfor-
MANCce i3 a twio slep process—aonis
external, the other, and just as impor-
tant, internal, By the very nature of
thedr missons now, hisiorical soceties
anid museums are public institutions.
(raously they should be held to high
accountability standards &= gauged by
how wrell they visibly serve the public,
bt there is more to it than that. For
example, one musewm may score high
marks for its mnovatve educational programs, vet at the
garne time do a poor job wien it comes to the care and
comservation of its collections. Another may be noted
for its beautiful building, splendid exhibitions, elaborate
ala events, and clever marketing program, while
bebhind the handsome facade Hes an institution that suf
fers from personnel strife, poor working conditions, an
unhealthy board-staff relationship, or a fragile Gnancial
underpinning, In evaluating performance, how well
does your institution do with those things that are never
vigihle to the public? The following set of questions may
help you determine the answer.

Personnel

O a historical institution’s three most important tan
gible assets—collections, physical facilifies, and person-
nel—the needs and requirements of personnel often
are the most challenging to manage, The Virginia
Historical Society is a library, museum, educational
institution, feld service organization, publisher, tourist
attraction, special event site, shopping venue, and gar-
den among other things all rolksd into one entity,
Therefore, our complex organization requires the tak
enbs of o wide variety of people, all of whom have cer-
tain expectations and needs, We have people on our




siaff with no degrees beyond a high school dipfoma.

Um the other hand, we hawe several people who have

their Fh.Db, People who are aging *Baby Boomers” and

peaple who are " Twenty Somethings " Staff members
wheo are marcied with fumilies, hut many others who
are single. People who are exceptionally hard workers,
but a few who have o be pushed, People with frendly
and warm personalities, yet others who are "prickly
pears.” People, many of whom are retived, serving as
volunteers in a variety of capacities.

Despite the complex mix of people who work inour
mstituton, they all have in comimon certain expects-
tians: to be treated as the adult professionals they are;
tir b fairly and equitably compensated,; to have a pleas-
ant and healthiul work environment; to
have a sense of fulfillment and accom-
plishmeent based on clearly established
goals and objectives; to feel appreciat-
ed for what they do; and maybe the
mest challenging of all, to being
informed as much as possible about
what is going on in the organization,

* [}oes the organization have thor-
ough and written personmel policies
in place that have been approved by
legal council?

* Are changes in labor and personnel
law monitored on a regular basis
and incorporated info the institu-
tion's policies?

* Does the institution attermgpl to inform stalf, particu
lardy mew staff, thoroughly ahout personnel policies
and any changes that are made? Does it provide a
new stall member orientation?

societies and

public institutions.,

Does the institution have a clear “chain of command”
that 15 understood and adhered to by all personnel,
ved i mot overly rigld?

* Are personnel problems handled fairly, consistently,
efficiently, and with strict confidentiality?

* Within available resources, are salaries and benefits
commnpetitive with peer insiitutionsr?

# [z sialf compensation monilored on al leazt an annial
hasis by management and board, and adjustment
made if pessible?

# [z sialf compensation made fairly and equitahly?

* Iz compensation administered in an efficient and

thoroughly professional manner?

Is every member of staff given a meaningful, written
performance evaluation at least once a year?

Dowes the insbtubion provide sulficient and apprope
ae gpace for staff and volunteers to do their jobs well

and happiby?

E:r the very
nature of their
milsshons mow,

historical

IMUSaLums are

* Are (hese spaces kept zafe, clean, well lit, properly
wentilated, heated and conled for comfort, and gener-
ally conducive to a good work environment?

* Dhoes the institution aftempt to ensire the safety and
security of its personnel if the neighboring environ-
ment iz considered unsafe?

Collections
Historical institutions are the stewards of remarkable
collections, most of which are unique, rare, and irre-
placeable. Al the Virgmia Historical Sociedy, the collec
tion is the essential tool we wse to Al our mission. It
undergirds all of our efforts—our Bhrary, mussum,
efducational programa, publicabions,
and partnerships with other imstitu-
tioms, The greeat majority of our col-
lections have been donated to us
because of our sirong reputation for
stahility and integrity. Theretore,
wi accept a solemn obligation (o
ensure the collection’s security,
preservation and conservation,
proper use, and accessibility,
= e the institntion have a for-
mal, buard-approved collections
policy that covers all aspects of
acouisiBons and deaccessioning?
* Dioes the policy and its subse-
quent implementation chozely
reflect the institution’s mission
and the public it serves?

= s the palicy adhered to closcly?

& Do members of the board and staff avoid conflicts of
interest regarding collections?

# [oes the institution allocate sufBcient and appropri-
ate gpace 0 houze collections properly?

» Are spaces envirenmentally sound for collections?

* Are these spaces secure from potential thefl, both
internally and externally?

* Are materials for housing collections appropriate and
acid froc?

# Dipes the institution have long-range plans in place
for eollections grovath?

* Are sequisitions processed ina Gmely manner, avoid-
g large backlogs of materials?

» Dipes the institution have a professionally approved,
standardized cataloging system in place 1o ensure
knooam location and easy retrieval of collections?

* [}oes the instifution attempt to establish a strong
provenance for all collections acguired?




# Within existing resources, does the institution have a
corEistent program for preservation and conserva-
tion in place?

* Are personnel properly trained in these fields to do
the job professionally?

# [loes the mstitution have proper equipment available
and is it well maintained?

= [hoes the instiluiion have an up-to-date disaster plan

and the praper materaks and equipment on hand to
react to a disaster?

* fAre collections mounted and housed in ways that will
not catige permanent damage?

= Are lighting levels in exhibitions low enough o
refard permanent damage, yet high enough for
visitors to aee?

* [ioes the institution limit the time for displaying cer-
tain meaderials such as objects on paper to refard per-
manent damage?

* [oes the imsfitution have a policy in place on photog-
rapity in its galleries?

= Are objects mounted securely to prevent thedt or
damage from visitors?

Physical Facilities
An institution's physical plant can consume an enor-

mous amount of resources, This is especially true for

instifufions that are located in old buildings or operate
a5 house museumes. A kaky roof, damp basement. mad-
egquate climate control syatem, or envirommentally
unsafe building can spell disaster for & museum if imme-
diate action is not taken or preventative systems are not
in place, Substandard maintenance of phy=ical facilities
or ongome “deferred maintenance,” which aften occurs
when budgets are tight, can lead to serious problems
and expensive bills in the future. Af the same tme, ot
hawing qualified and properly trained personnel to deal
with these ssues can be costly in the long run.

* Do facilities maintain a high standard of maintenance
andl appearance?

# [5 the maintenance team adequate in size, sufficiently
traimed amd experienced, and prepared to do itz job
affectively?

* [oes the climate control system keep facilities at
proper temperature and humidity lewels for people
and collectons?

* Are building and mechanical sysiems regularly
inspected and serviced?

#= fre pest control programs in place?

ust like staff, board members need to have an understanding of their responsibilities and

duties, New trustees at the Virginia Historical Society receive a thorough orientation and are
given the following documents describing their responsibilities and committee assignments.
They are included in this technical leaflet as a reference and guide for helping to developing

policies for your organization.
RESPOMNSIBILITIES To fulflll those roles, we ask the the Society through your own giv-
OF THE BOARD OF following of you: ing and by obtaining access to
TRUSTEES I, Begular attendance and con- other sources of funding. We ask
structive participation in boeard and that vou become a member of the
Virginia Historical Soclety committee meetings. According to Battle Abbey Council, participate in
The board'z role in the gover the Bvlaws, trustees are obligated any special camguigns, and consid-
nance of the Virginia Historical to attend at least three hoard meet- er 3 bequest to the Society,
=oclety is the same a2 it &= ina for- Ings a year. : 4.4 willingness to work closely
profit corparation. This covers moral 2 Awillingness fo serve as an with ranagement and stafl in ful-
and Jegral responsibility, strategic ambassador of the Society by regu- filling the Society's mission. This is
planning, strengthening and alloca- larly attending Society programs particularly important in the area
tion af pesources, goal setting, hiring ~~ and events in your area. We ask of development and committee
anl ewaleation of the chief executive mﬂyﬂuattﬁjhd.hiparlimﬂgr.e:-rhib- wiork.
officer, making decisions on policy, it openings, evening lectures, spe- 8. Avoid all ethical conflicts of
and being willing and avaikible o cial cultivation events, and the interest or personal gain from
assist in areas of special experience. annual Garden Party (which is the board membership.
Those roles are essential to the - Society’s official annual meeting.) 6. Awoid ethical conflicts with
effectiveness of the Society, 3. Provide financial support to other nol-for-prodil organizatons
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Safety and Security

Security is everyone's job. This applics both to
galaried staff and wolunteers, regardless of thelr other
duties and the size of the museum in which they work,
For all of the technological developments now available
o museums, security is still a balancing act hetaeen

public accommesdation and safety and security of collec-

tions to prodluce a positive vizitor experience, Maotion

detectors, card sccess, and other sophistcated equip-

menl will enfiance security efforts, bul they are no zul

stitute for an alert, dedicated, and welkraimed staff.

# [ave all potential dangers to human safety, collec-
tions, and facilities been identified and addressed?

= [loes the institution have formal security and
emerrency preparcdness policies in place, and are all
personmnel fully aware of them?

* [lpes the instilntion conduct periedic fire and
safely drills?

= [3 security equipment adequate, and iz it progerhy
maimtzined and used?

= Are all staff, volunteers, and vendors who may have

arcess to non-pablic areas of the building identified
and badged?

* Are security personnel courteous amnd informative
with the public, while maintaining proper standards
of security?

* [ the staff trained and certified to handle medical emer
gencies, crimningl acts, fires, power outages, mechanical
Eihures, or other problemes thal could endanger the
pubdic, collections, and physical property?

# Are security measures during clesing hours ade-
WEELLS anwl ;l]:-'|1rv;_:-||ri:_:|1_— 1 inalitutiodnal T!_"(luift'lrlt']”.i'-"

= Are police, fire, and other emergency services famil-
i with the mstitutions physical faciliies and special
requirements?

Finances

By their wery nature a8 not-for-profit organizations,
historical institutions operate with public and private
support, and therefore have an obligation to manage
their money carefully and honestly. Almost more than
any other factor, poor financial management can
plunge an institution into serious trouble and damage
its reputation. In recent years, several museums
around the country have been on the verge of roin or
forced fo close their doors because of fiscal irresponsi-

hility or umgoand business practices caused by unreal-

e |3 the security staff adepuate in size, sufficiently

experienced, and properly trained to do its jobs well?

with which you may be affilisted. 4,01, for restrictions placed on this  Development Committee will be
Mames or Bats of denors, members, coromittes. : ‘charged with finding the means of
ar bepefactors are privileged infor- providing inconie to the Society
mation not to be shared with others. Finance Comimittes through fund raising, the Finance
© Meeting Freguency: Minimum of  Committee will determine and
We hope that you are comfort- four required. One for midyear  monitor other sources of revenue
able with these simple rules amd evaluation of budget, one for final such as admission and user fees,
look forward to working with you approval of the next year's hudget the sale of merchandise (including
over the yeurs. o be submitted fo the full board at ~ the operation of the gift shop), the
its November meeting, amd two uge ol special funds for collections
with representatives of professional  development and maintenance, or
VIRGINIA investment counsel, any other appropriate means that
HISTORICAL SOCIETY Purpose: To oversee, evaluate, will ensure the financial well being
Board of Trustees and approve the preparation, mple- nfﬂ:.e&.u-caety'lhmmmnittegm
Standing Commitiees Assignments imentatioa, amd maintemance of the charged with oversesing the per-
2001 Saciety's annual budget by staff. sonnel matters of the Soclety, :
Commitles members will be pro- mn]udmgmlﬂnﬂ,buutﬁt&.ﬂnpln}
Executive Committee vided with monthly financial ee relations, a‘rdaﬂmrmuernsnt
Meeting Fragueney: As needed, reports by staff and will carcfully  staff policy, This committee will
Prrpoze: To exercize the authar- minnitor the ineome and expense overses, evaluate, and make recs
ity of the Board of Trustees to the statements. In addiion, annualby ommendations to professional
extent permitted by law and sulb- thiz coammittes will conduct a five- counsel concernimg the hi@:;h:_unn’t :
ject to such limitations upon its year review of the Society's finan- philosophy, performance, and com-
authority as the Board of Trustess ciall performance and evaluale a -position of the Socieby's portolio.
may from time to Hme impose. fouryear budget projection pre- This commitiee will ensure that the
See the Soeciety's bylaws, article pared by staff. While the

istic revenue projections, weal cost control systems,

pﬂ'ﬁﬂh'ﬁtﬂtﬂlrﬁimmm 3
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brings in new people and cycles off others, including
officers. [hese boards are actively involved in the goe-
ernance and policy decizions of the institution, and they
wiork hard to ensure its financial strength. They work
closely with staff to determine the nstitution's vision
and long-range plans, And, maybe most important of
all, they enzure that the instilution has effective man-
agement in place. Thiz can have the greatest onpact on
an organization’s development and effectivencss,

While strong boards are actively ivolved in issaes
of governance and policy making, they do not atbempt
b dov thee b of the staff, especially if there are clearly
defined lines of authority and a chakn of comamand. Tt is
alzr essential to have good lines of communication
between board and afaff. There are no hidden agen-
das, cliques, factions, and the board and staff work
hard to avoid surprizes! The board sees the execotive
director and his/her staff more as colleagues than the
“hired help.” But the executive director and staff never
forget that they work for the board, Institutional per
formumnce and plans for the future are reviewed at reg-
ular hoard and committes meetings attended by both
board and staff. If the board and staff have a positive
working relationship, they should feel entirely com-
fortable expressing opinions, tackling tough issues,
and giving and receving constructve criticism. In

mwssuring an institution’s performance, it is often best

to start at the top by examining the relationship

between board and staff. More often than not, if that
relationship iz strong, other perlormance measures
score high as well, Every institution shoukd strive to

ke itz boards and its relationship with the staff a

midel for other institufions to follow

* [hes the institution have a defined chain of com-
miand between board and staff, and 1= it followed?

= Are the organization's mission, structure, duties,
lines of authority, and other issues of governance
spelled out in a set of by-Laws?

= Are the by-laws adhered to sirictly? Are they
reviewed pertodically and revised according to need
or changed circumstances?

& fre there good fines of communication within the
board amd betwesn board and stalf, with no hidden
agendas and potential surprises?

# Do the board, board committecs, and management
meet frequently enough o ensure good commimnics-
tion and productvity?

* Tines the board provide a consirective performance
review of management at least once a year?

tions, Coordination with local his-

tored by thiz commiltes,

the collections maintenance torical societies also will be moni- Audit Committes
palicy of the Society relating to tored by this committee, Meeting Frequency: Al least once
the acquisition, disposal, care A year,
and maintenance, and use of Bulldings and Grounds FPrrpose: To review the appoint-

~ collechons is carried out properiy Cormimittes meent of the independent awditors
and to the fullest extent. Staff will Meeting Freguency: Quarterly for the Saciety, the scope of their
provide biannual reports to this ani & needed. examination, the nature of their
committes concerning collections Purpose: This committee will report, and the adequacy of inter-
Mmaintenance, - moniter all matters relating Lo the nal controls of the Society in order

maintenance and upkeep of Battle to ensure complete and accurate
Publications and Education Albey, Virginia Howse, and their communication bebaeen the board
Committes grounds, incliding needed capital and the independent auditors. This
Meeting Fraguescy: Minirmum of improvements, security, disaster committee will be alert o the
bwo required, or as needed,  prevention, safety standards, oocurrence of the prospect of any
Prrpose: To oversee and monitor equipment and hardware {comput- conflict of interest that may devel-
all schalarly and educational func- ers, telephone system, furnishing, op on the part of any Trustee or
tions of the Society, These activities ete.), and grounds upkeep, This staff member and to report iis
inchade the Virginia Magazine of committee will also ensure that remedial recommendations to the
History and Biography, the quar- proper relztions are maintained Board of Trustees,
terty newsletter, valumes in the : within the neighborhoods of Battle
Ducuments Series, exhibifions and  Abbey and Virginia House. Policy
their related publications, pro- relating to the special purpose
- grams conducted by the education  usage of Battle Abbey, Virginia

department such as workshops, House, and their grounds is moni-
conferences, and related publica- :




* Are strict records maintained for board and commit-
tee meetings, nances, fund raising, and other impor
tant matters relating to the instimtion? Are there
formal written policies in place for these issues?

# [roes the board maintain strict oversight of the insti-
tution's finances., including operating budgets, invest-
meenls, and capital projecls? Are corrective measures
taken when necessary?

# [hpes the institution receive an external financial
awtdit at least annually?

* Has the institution formally endorsed the AASLH amd
AMM codes of ethics? Does it have its own board
approved code of ethics?

= With board and staff working in concert, has the
instituton developed a realistic and achievable hong-
range plan?

# [5 progress on the plan reviewed periodically and are
changes made il necessary?

* Would your hoard and its working relationship with
the staff be considered a moded for others to follow?

COMNCLUSION

M ost historical imstitutions usually are so busy just
trying to condwct daily business that there seems to he
little time to step back and evaluate how well things
are going. But inevitably, someone within or eutside of
the organization will want to know if all of the efforts

are well placed. Your institution should, therefore,
have some objective measurements o evaluale
whether it is running smoothly and getting the best
resulls possible. The evaluation does not have (o be a
complicated process, It can start with the basics of
defining poals, establishing timetables, and at a future
date reviewing the progress or lack of it. But before
atarting to make plans, any organization needs to ask:
“How well are we doing today? Where do we fall
short? What can we do hetter? How and when do we
fix it A well governed and managed institution waill
attempt to answer these questions before putting long-
range gozls and objectives in place. It is something
that we do at the Virginda Historical Society by asking
the questions presented in this and the previous
Technical Leaflet. The great French social historian
Marc Bloch wrote that the key to being a good histori-
an is the ability to ask the right questions. We will con-
finwwe to iry to ask the cight questions about our
institution, and we hope that you will do the same.

Charles F Bryan, |r, s director; James ©. Kelly is assistant
director for museems; Frances 5. Pollard is assistant director
for Library Services:; Willllam B, Obrochita bs head of aduca-
tional services; Melson D. Lankford is assistant director for
publications and education; Pameta R, Seay is assistant direc-
towr for developmeent and public affairs; and Robert F Sorohm
i associate director of the Yirginia Historical Society, The
auwthors can be reached at RO, Bax 731 1, Rlchneond, V&
I3T20; BO4-F42-95656.
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Process
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for Museums

BY BARBARA WINDLE MOE

enchmarking is a term talked about today at conferences and in conversations
between museum professionals, but there often seems to be some confusion as to what it
really means.

Simply defined, benchmarking identifies ways of operating more efficiently or effectively
by incorporating the use of best practices exhibited by other organizations, both for-profits
and not-for-profits. It involves sharing information between organizations on practices,
procedures, and performance. Benchmarking is an organization development intervention
primarily used by for-profit organizations as a method to improve processes. To benchmark a
service or process is to designate it as a standard against which to measure your own service
or process. These standards are visible in highly successful organizations and part of what

makes them successful—they are doing some things extremely well.



As museum professionals, we have used
informal benchmarking for problem solv-
ing for years as we share better methods
of doing our jobs. Conferences and work-
shops are full of helpful ideas to incorpo-
rate good ideas. This article presents help
for museum managers to understand bet-
ter this important tool. It has intended to
move understanding of the process from a
casual use and application of benchmark-
ing principles, or sharing of information
and techniques, to a more defined, sys-
tematic methodology for the deliberate
planning for change. Process
Benchmarking, a process evaluation with
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Gail Campbell-Ferguson, Curator, and Nina Hallett, Trustee, of the Kitsap County
Historical Society Museum, Bremerton, Washington, inspect artifacts.
Professional and volunteer staff contacted and visited many federal, state, and
private museums and archives in Washington State and Washington, D.C. prior
to making the decision about the purchase of new storage units. Photos courtesy
of author.

low-intensity metrics, is presented rather

than the industrial strength, metric-
crunching Classic Benchmarking method-
ology used in industry.

Benchmarking provides an opportunity

to analyze better ways of doing something

without reinventing the wheel—you incorporate some-
one else’s methodology. You do not want to copy just
anyone else’s process, but you want to copy the very
best. No organization does everything the best way—
that is impossible. However, some organizations are
using strategies and practices in a superior way—and
that is what we want to emulate or exceed.

Using the six working steps described below, the
reader will move from mythology to methodology of
change. This process provides a way for museum pro-
fessionals to exchange ideas that really work into a for-
mal, systematic process for copying the best of class.

HISTORY

Congress established the Malcolm Baldrige
National Quality Award for quality achievement for
organizations in services and manufacturing. This
award identifies seven target areas: leadership; infor-
mation and analysis; planning for quality; human
resource utilization; quality assurance of products and
services; quality results; and customer satisfaction.
The Baldrige award was one of the first national quali-
ty awards, but since it appeared in 1987, other quality
achievement awards have also been established.
These awards are intended for rigorous evaluation
process improvements for organizations and are
much more extensive than the process discussed in
this paper. However, it was through this quest for
improvement that organizations began to assemble

lists of “best practices” and laid the groundwork for
Process Benchmarking.

Government agencies got involved with process
improvement a few years later when on September 11,
1993, President Clinton issued Executive Order
12862: Setting Customer Service Standards. This
order directed government agencies to take eight
actions to improve their customer service to equal or
exceed the best in business. One of the eight actions
was: “benchmark customer service performance
against the best in business.”

Although benchmarking is used in the marketplace
to provide a competitive advantage against other indus-
trial leaders, museum managers, whether managing
curatorial efforts, education programs, physical facili-
ties, or other efforts, can use the same process to iden-
tify best practices or standards that will lead to
superior performance. Process benchmarking pro-
vides organizations the opportunity to make quantum
leaps forward by copying organizations that are
already succeeding in a particular area. By going
through the benchmarking process, priorities and tar-
gets are established and evaluated. This baseline
analysis helps determine where your organization
stands with respect to other organizations or museums
that are considered the best in their class.

One of the most significant opportunities for bench-
marking for museums is the accreditation process
through the American Association of Museums. The
quest for accreditation allows an institution to improve



significantly all aspects of its operations and provides a
focus for benchmarking. Accreditation can occur, of
course, without utilizing a formalized benchmarking
process, but it can become a useful tool to improve the
quality for any museum through first providing guide-
lines of excellence and then allowing managers to eval-
uate their own systems. If, while evaluating the
museum through the standards of the accreditation,
you discover an area where improvement can be
made, it’s to your advantage to not only improve that
area but to copy someone who'’s doing it very well—or
even better—the very best!

Benchmark what?
How do we do it?

Who is the expert?
How do they do it?

BENCHMARKING STEPS

Basic process benchmarking includes the following
Six steps:
e Identify a process for benchmarking;
¢ Form a team to work with the process;
¢ Identify benchmarking partners;
¢ Collect information;
¢ Analyze information and develop recommendations;
¢ Implement recommendations.

I discuss each of these steps below to provide a
basic understanding of how the bench-
marking process works. By following
these steps, you can begin a formal,
systematic change process in your
organization.

I. Identify a Process for Benchmarking.
Any process, service, or practice that
your organization performs that can be
measured, observed, or documented is
a candidate for benchmarking. You
should select an area for benchmarking
based on an essential organizational
need. Spend considerable time looking
at your own organization before making
a decision about which process to tack-
le first. A helpful guide for identifying
performance measurements is the

History News Technical Leaflets “Performance
Checklist for Historical Institutions, Parts I and II.”
Part II discusses five major “behind the scenes” activi-
ties: Personnel; Collections; Physical Facilities; Safety
and Security; and Finances. Answering the questions
queried here is a good start.

Pick a project that is easily definable. The more
defined the project is at this point the better. Next,
determine and define the project boundaries. To do
this, you need to make sure you thoroughly under-
stand your own process. Develop answers for who
does what, when, where, and why. Who should take the
action or who is doing the action; what does the action
consist of, what does it look like; when is the action
going to happen—is there a specific time when it hap-
pens; where is the action physically going to occur;
and why this process needs to be improved. Processes
do not exist in a vacuum. Organizations are made up
of people, groups, and everyone is somehow connect-
ed or influenced by all the other parts. Therefore,
when you change one aspect of any organization,
there will be ramifications that cause changes to occur
elsewhere. These changes may not be apparent at
first, so careful thought and analysis at this point is
extremely important.

Lack of up-front planning or having unclear objec-
tives are two reasons that organizations frequently
experience failure with this type or any type of change
intervention. Along with having clear goals, there also
needs to be some flexibility. As further exploration
occurs, the problem may suddenly be entirely different
from what you originally diagnosed it to be. The per-
ceived problem may also need to be investigated as
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New storage units provides easy access to the collection.




Creating an Organizational Change Map

I. In the space below, write a one-sentence description of the change you’ve identified for your project.

2. Begin analysis by completing the following 4 steps.

Step |

In Column |, identify
what you want to change.
Circle your selection.
Briefly describe. Example:
Machines. Upgrade the
computers to include
customer survey
capabilities.

COLUMN 1|
PEOPLE
MACHINES
METHODS
MATERIALS
ENVIRONMENT
INFORMATION

Step 2

Indicate which items
from Column 2 best
describes how you want
it to change. Circle your
selection. Draw a line
from your selection in
column | to your selec-
tion in column 2

COLUMN 2
ACCURACY
COMPLETENESS

COST

QUALITY

RATE OF COMPLETION
TIMELINESS

Step 3

In Column 3, identify the
change you want to
make. Circle your selec-
tion. Draw a line from
your selection in column
2 to your selection in
column 3

COLUMN 3
INCREASE
DECREASE
STAY THE SAME

Step 4

Identify the actions you
plan to take by circling
your selection. Complete
your map by drawing a
line from your selection

in column 3 to your
selection(s) in column 4.
(You may select more
than one from Column 4.)

COLUMN 4
START DOING

.
2.
3.

STOP DOING
.
2.
BS

CONTINUE DOING
.
2.

3. Re-write your description in the space below including the concepts identified in the Organizational
Change Map completed above.

well as the actual problem. In one instance, an organi-

the workload once the forms requirement was

zation with which I consulted was thoroughly con-
vinced they needed to upgrade their computer systems
as the answer to completing their work on time.
Whereas the computer system may have ultimately
needed to be changed, it was not the real problem
causing the backlog of reports. By looking for real
problems rather than possible solutions, I helped them
see that the forms they were using were out-of-date,
redundant and, in some cases, totally unnecessary. The
staff found the computer system adequate to handle

changed. (It also gave the staff considerable satisfac-
tion in eliminating useless forms and reports.) They
had jumped ahead to identifying solutions but failed to
clarify the real problem.

Make sure you understand not only the process but
also the terms and any lingo associated with the
process—you need to speak the language. This is espe-
cially important when you begin talking to people out-
side your own organization; to query them effectively,
you need to understand clearly the process and possi-



ble ramifications of change. You cannot refer to “thinga-
ma-jigs” and “do-hickies” and have meaningful conver-
sations. Familiarize yourself with the language.

Develop a baseline. This will provide a good start-
ing point and provide a comparison point from which
to measure changes. Identify the exact characteristics
you are attempting to change and what they look like
now. Many of the following attributes are taken from
for-profit organizations, but it is still helpful to consid-
er which ones apply. You will need to ask the follow-
ing questions: Are you looking at people, machines,
methods, materials, environment, or information? Are
you hoping to affect accuracy, completeness, cost,
quality, rate of completion, or timeliness? Do you want
something to increase, decrease, or remain the same?
‘What do you want to start doing, stop doing, or con-
tinue doing?

So what does this look like in real life? Here is an
example: the decision is made that the museum organi-
zation and staff should become more involved in pro-
fessional organizations at several levels: local, regional,
national, and international. The first step is to identify
the current status of the museum organization. You
must establish parameters or boundaries. Ask ques-
tions like: How many of the staff are currently dues-
paying members of any professional organization? How
many organizations does the museum belong to? How
many professional organizations should the museum
join? What are the available organizations to join? How
would joining a professional organization benefit the
individual, the museum, or the professional organiza-
tion? Look for hidden ramifications: If the individual
instead of the organization pays the dues, how appro-
priate (or legal) is it to ask who belongs

to what organization? Who is going to N

pay for this? Will employees ask for a
raise to pay dues to professional organi-
zations if asked to join? Will the Board
or Foundation fund these expenses for
individuals or the organization? Will the
cost be greater than the gain? Again
ask, what do you want to start doing,
stop doing, or continue doing.

2. Form aTeam

Form a team familiar with the
process, preferably process-owners— f/
those people who control or “own” the
process, the stakeholders. Get the peo-
ple involved who actually use the
process, those who have tweaked it

through time to make it work better, and have strug-
gled with trying to make it work. The team can be from
two or three to no more than 12 members, depending
on the size of your organization. In the scenario given
above, it would be best to include team members who
are currently members of a professional organization
and those who are not members. By including both
joiners and non-joiners, the opportunity is there for
meaningful dialogue, looking at the issue from several
sides. There needs to be a high degree of trust within
the group. If trust is not forthcoming as they begin
working together, they will not be successful as a team.

3. Identify Benchmarking Partners

These partners are the organizations considered to
be following best practices in the targeted or identified
areas. Look for organizations that have done not only a
good job, but have done a superior job of handling a
similar process. Contact other museum organizations
and successful businesses and ask them who they
think does this process in a superior manner. Identify
organizations that have received special awards or cita-
tions. If you're going to change the way you’re doing
things, make it worthwhile—copy the best. Make an
effort to understand similar groups. What are their
approaches? By going through this process, you may
also have the opportunity to develop long-term part-
ners in similar organizations. When considering the
scenario given above of increasing staff participation in
professional organizations, what organizations seem to
be leading or involved in these professional organiza-
tions? How are they influencing those groups? What
exactly do you want to copy?
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Textiles, to the left, can now be properly stored.




4. Collect Information

Collect information from other institutions and devel-
op measurements of your own processes. Collecting
information is usually done first-hand by actually visit-
ing the other organization. In the world of for-profits,
confidentiality becomes an issue as companies share
proprietary information about their successful process-
es. In the world of museums, confidentiality is of lesser
concern—we are not out to put them out of business

Benchmark what?
How do we do it?

Who is the expert?
How do they do it?

PROCESS * PRACTICES - METHODS

us them

ANALYZE DATA

OUTPUTS
RESULTS
SUCCESS FACTORS

* PROCESSES
* PRACTICES
* METHODS

IMPLEMENT & MEASURE

by becoming more competitive. However, always ask
the question about any degree of confidentiality that
may be expected. There is a difference between confi-
dentiality and anonymity. If an organization offers you
information they consider confidential, or information
they ask you not to use, refuse to receive it. It is no
good to you if you cannot use it. If someone provides
information under anonymity, you just do not tell any-
one where you got it, but you are welcome to use it.
Data collecting falls into two distinct categories:
intrusive and unobtrusive. Data you collect by making

open observations and contacts in the workplace are
basically intrusive in nature. These include on-site vis-
its, behind-the-scene tours, surveys, questionnaires,
interviews, and staff visits or distance interviews
through telephone, Internet or televideo to compare
methods of operation. Unobtrusive data gathering is
not readily observable to the organization as a whole. It
includes corresponding by letters, internet, and other
one-to-one inquiries as well as conducting literature
searches to investigate what research is currently avail-
able. Research may provide the names of leaders in the
field as well. This process provides an insight into
another organization to gain new ideas or to affirm
managerial practices already in place. Following the
professional membership scenario provided above, con-
tact successful organizations that you wish to copy.
Following a pre-determined strategy, begin collecting
data on how they became interested in professional
organizations, how memberships in these organizations
have enhanced their own organization, how staff was
encouraged to join and participate in professional orga-
nizations, and other similar questions. What have been
the benefits and what were the disadvantages? It is
important to begin counting the cost up front. For
instance, can your organization afford the expense of
active participation in professional organizations? Can
you afford to have key folks away from the worksite to
make this kind of change meaningful?

5. Analyze Information and Develop
Recommendations—Develop Specific Actions

After data is collected, it needs to be analyzed so rec-
ommendations can be formulated that fit your organiza-
tion. Answers may not translate easily from one
organization to another but the essence of the answer
may be used. Solutions need to be sized to your organi-
zation and situation. Recommendations need to be as
specific as possible—and measurable. It is difficult to
determine success or failure if your results are difficult
or impossible to measure. Measurements fall into a
wide variety of methods; they may be locators on a con-
tinuum, percentage measurements, or a simple
yes/no—it either happened or it did not. Sometimes
developing metrics or measurements for your actions
is very difficult.

It is impossible to extrapolate information from
uncollected data, so be sure to select the desired met-
rics to use ahead of time. Ask the evaluative questions
first, not last. Determine what you want to know and
then how to ask the questions. A Cost-Benefit analysis
evaluation will probably be helpful at this point. We



usually can do anything with enough
money, but what can we accomplish
within a budget? Will the benefit out-
weigh the cost?

Measure all recommendations against
your mission statement and your base-
line. The mission statement or vision
statement should reflect your organiza-
tion’s core purpose and values. These
are descriptions of what you do—your
external focus. Even if it sounds like a
great idea, if it is outside of your mission
it is not a great idea for you.

Do not be afraid to think big. Once
the big ideas are there, you can pare
them down for use in your organization.
It is much more difficult to build up
than to pare down. Set realistic expecta-
tions—know your limitations. If your organization is
mired in traditional thinking and has difficulty making
changes, remember even small innovative changes can
be made. Obviously it has to be something over which
you have control. It has to be a change you can effect.

6. Implement Recommendations—
Manage the Process

Develop an implementation plan and take required
actions. Your plan should identify the following: Action,
state exactly what the action is; Responsibility, who has
responsibility to do this action; Start/Stop Dates, identify
the timeframe; and Metrics, measure to see if it is suc-
cessful. Keep changing the process until you meet your
desired key outcomes—your targets. Predetermine how
much is good enough. If 100% is probably unattainable,
what is acceptable to be successful? Identify markers
that indicate that you have achieved your goals. Specific
goals are the easiest to measure; for instance, you want
to increase visitation by 10 percent in two years.

Although it may take more time than you think it
should, try to put the changes in place in 90 days or
less. (Classic Benchmarking lasts from three to nine
months.) The purpose here is to improve, transform,
reinvent, or extinguish a process. Generally, the more
quickly you accomplish it, the better. If the process
takes too long, people will not only get weary but
measuring the success will be extremely difficult and
your data may get out-of-date. If it has not happened,
there are reasons you had not anticipated that are
impeding the change. What are the resistance factors
that have kept the project on hold? Resistance factors
are the roadblocks that people put in the way to

Gail Campbell-Ferguson inspects a hat.

reduce or eliminate making changes. Resistance fac-
tors are not necessarily bad; they just need attention.
Resistance factors are true data you can work with.

The culture of some organizations holds a stronger
sway than you might expect. “We never did it that way
before” is right up there with “We tried that and it did-
n’t work” as methods to resist change. They are usual-
ly fronts for the real reasons someone does not want
to change. Change is usually perceived as losing
something rather than gaining something, so you
need to provide alternate thinking. How will this
process change add to what I already have—those
things I already value?

The advantage of using some of the employees cur-
rently involved with the process identified as the
benchmarking project is that they already know the dif-
ficulties, they want to make it better, and they may be
open to try new things, especially things that already
have a record of success in premiere organizations.

There is always the possibility you are trying to
change the wrong thing. A 90-day time period may
actually be too long to endure the agony. Do not be
afraid to stop the process and say: “Hey, we made a
mistake. This is not working. Furthermore, it proba-
bly will never work for our organization.” Stop, go
back to the beginning and start over. Do not be dis-
couraged. You have actually learned a lot along the
way. Try a lot of stuff, and keep what works.

Throughout all of the steps, keep everyone apprised
of the progress. In fact, flood folks with information.
Allow feedback to not only ensure people understand
what you'’re accomplishing but to provide input that
might be of value to helping you reach your goal.




STANDARDIZE PLAN

EVALUATE DO

PLAN: Develop your plan by defining objectives.
What do you plan to accomplish! How do you
plan to accomplish these goals? Map out a
strategy. Develop a baseline.

DO: Carry out your plan. Gather data as you go.

EVALUATE: Define what was acceptable and
what didn’t work so well. If possible, put statistics
to your efforts. Measure your success against
your baseline.

STANDARDIZE: Incorporate these changes
into your organizations. To sustain changes, they
have to be reinforced, so make them part of the
way you do business.

If you didn’t accomplish all that you wanted, start
over with PLAN.

CONCLUSION:VALUE TO THE
ORGANIZATION

Benchmarking allows you to promote not only orga-
nizational improvement but in the process, it also
brings about awareness of the external world. How is
the rest of the museum world—or other businesses or

organizations—handling this particular situation? And,
more importantly, how is it being handled in the best
possible way and who is doing it? Benchmarking push-
es an organization to change its focus from defining a
standard below which they did not want to fall, and
forces them to articulate standards to achieve or even
exceed. Benchmarking accentuates the positive
changes we can make. It serves as a way to help us
challenge or defy the status quo.

As budget cuts loom large on the horizon, we have to
all work more efficiently and effectively—process
benchmarking can be one of the tools we can use to
get there from here. As with any other evaluative tool,
it does not come cheap. It requires time, thought, ener-
gy, financial and managerial support, and commitment
by the organization.

Most organizations do not want to embrace major
change until it hurts too much to stay where they are.
However, by the use of benchmarking, an organization
can make a series of continuous changes that will
enhance the whole organization in a relatively painless
method with pre-tested, proven results. Setting aside
resources—hoth people and money—to look beyond
the daily business of museum work is a worthwhile
investment for today and the future of your institution.
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