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Abstract

There is evidence, in the recent struggles and demise of a few arguably important public museums and galleries in British Columbia, that communities do not appreciate or understand the value of their cultural institutions. On their side, museum professionals often struggle with their relevance to their own communities. This research will examine the relationship of museum performance in British Columbia to a community's perception of its museum(s). The American Association of Museums (AAM) Public Dimension Assessment survey will be administered to 6 community museums and the results will be compared between two separate assessments over 2 years to determine change. A separate community perception survey will be developed and administered during the same periods, and results compared and correlated to the results of the AAM assessment tool.

Introduction

It has always been difficult for a museum to gauge the needs of its community. Once a museum has set a direction to try to satisfy the perceived needs, however, the harder job of measuring ongoing performance and community satisfaction against this strategy or goal begins. Community satisfaction is defined here as how well members of a community think a museum is meeting their needs; how happy they are with their museum.
Museum performance should be measured against the community's satisfaction with the museum and not against financial indicators or other museums. Museums are one of the knowledge repositories of the community. As such, changes in demographics, values, or local economy might herald the need for a review of goals, including the knowledge they are acquiring or how to share it. Key indicators of change may be related to museum performance and "serve as early warnings of impending problems" (Weil, 1994, p. 343). If museums can demonstrate how happy their community is with them, they should be able to use their own successes when talking to the community, to funders. 
Research Question
How does the performance of community museums impact their practices, and how is performance reflected in community perceptions of the museum?

This "knowledge to performance–performance to knowledge" cycle (Baird and Henderson, 2001) is the key to linking museums to their communities. What museums know about their collections and their communities defines their programs. The programs may be successful, but what they can learn from how their community responds to them will determine their real success.
Key sub-questions will be:

· How well do museum mandates align with community needs? Are evaluating performance and revising mandate part of the same exercise?
· What are the best internal measurements of a museum's performance?
· How is community involvement (number of people involved, volunteer commitment) related to community perception of museum performance?
· What are some key knowledge management practices that can be adopted easily by museums to facilitate their evolution?
Problem and Opportunity
Museums and many other non-profit organizations often indicate funding as their biggest problem. Because most small museums are at the mercy of their communities, both for volunteers and for funding, the worth of the museum to the community is critical to maintaining or increasing community support. Museums must learn "to interact with [their] communities in more meaningful ways" (Archibald, 1999, p. 1) if members of town councils are to be expected to vote in favour of keeping the lights on.

Service performance is often reported in larger institutions as part of accounting reporting. Smaller institutions seldom have such processes in place, and accounting performance measures are never the most appropriate for museums because of "the impossibility of quantifying non-financial (non-monetary) properties of collections–such as their cultural, heritage, scientific, and educational values" (Carnegie and Wolnizer, 1996, p. 84).
Museums may even be trying to do too much, or the wrong things, with the financial resources they have. By doing a few things differently, or being more transparent in their operations, their community might be much happier to provide them with additional resources. Changes can be made as a result of direct and timely feedback from the community on how the institution is doing.

How do communities view their museums and the services they offer? What should museums be doing to be viewed as indispensable to the community? This study will attempt to develop a feedback process to act as a mirror helping museums see and implement the changes that will garner their communities' approval.

Collecting the results and comparing measurements of improved performance or community satisfaction across the province and country would provide excellent ammunition when museums or umbrella organizations attempt to advocate with governments and other potential supporters of the community in general.

Impact/Significance
Competition for funding for non-profits at all levels is intense. Museums, galleries, and other cultural organizations often compete against schools, libraries, and hospitals for funding dollars in tight government budgets.
Museums and galleries must be able to identify the needs of their communities such as school programs, genealogy information, heritage outreach programs, tailor their offering to those needs, and monitor the needs so they can dynamically adjust their programming. Planning often occurs haphazardly and retrospectively, thus rendering it non-strategic. If museums can measure quickly their performance in the community, they can better position themselves when it comes time to hold out their hands for support.
With appropriate integration and participation in community commercial or tourism initiatives, museums might justify their funding based upon their capacity as an engine for regional economic development.

This past year saw the closing of the Kootenay Gallery in Castlegar, a former National Exhibition Centre. Community support failed them once federal funding was withdrawn. Could they have done a better job of connecting to their community? Other major organizations will soon follow suit if they fail to change dynamically to suit the needs of their markets.

Causes of the Problem/Opportunity
Threats

Competition in a growing community of non-profit organization reduces available funding. As government streamlines (offloads funding of public organizations) charities and communities must take up the slack. Traditional organizations such as museums now compete for funding and volunteers against schools and hospitals.

Growing public scrutiny of non-profit activity. Public awareness of inappropriate funding allocations and excessive compensation of the managers of some funds are two examples illustrating how aware non-profits must be of public perceptions (Weil, 1994).
There is a shift in government philosophy. The move is away from public responsibility for culture (and non-profits) towards a local responsibility.
Culture and history are being marginalized. Young people, in particular, do not see museums as vibrant, current parts of their communities.
Demographics of communities, visibility, and level of participation of stakeholders is changing. Museums created by the white majority in many communities must be more inclusive of minority ethnic and cultural groups and lifestyles.
Reduction in disposable income for both individuals and government. People are making alternate choices about what to do with the smaller amount of discretionary income they have.
Greater public entertainment expectations developed by electronic media. Trained from youth to watch fast action on TV and movies, people pass quickly through museums and do not often return.
Opportunities
Electronic media can sample public sentiment. It is possible, for example, to infer opinions and preferences from behaviour on a web site. Care must be taken to be aware of the self-selecting and limited nature of this audience.
Small institutions are often overlooked, even though they make up the bulk in numbers. There are more than 500 museum-like institutions in BC with budgets under $50,000. If this group can be reached, the leverage of small changes in large numbers would provide big, visible benefits. This study may provide direction for simple changes.
Change. The changing landscape, culturally, ethnically, morally, will always provide opportunities for those organizations prepared to change with it.

Information Review
Internal
Most museums, because they are governed by incorporated societies, will have internal or public documentation of mandate and constitution. Many will also have procedure manuals. This form of documentation, as outlined in the AAM Self-Study Workbook (AAM 2001a), will be used to get an understanding of the museum's history and self-image.

Other documentation such as brochures, pamphlets, advertisements, and other public information, often intended as marketing material, will give a better picture of how the museum views itself.
A survey of local newspapers and other public information will determine if the museum is even "on the radar" of the community. How many references to museum activities are made without the museum's intervention? This may not be possible to determine, as there may be many influences (e.g. an active and interested newspaper reporter, a member of the board active in publicity), but will be explored as a possible way of collecting information.
External
Developing Relevant Mandate

If we assume that a museum's policies and operations are related directly to its mandate, then to do things relevant to the community, the mandate must reflect the community's needs. How can a community museum develop a mandate that is aligned to a community's needs, and how can it keep it current? How can a mandate be tested to determine is relevance?
Other sources of information that may be explored include: Armstrong (1996), Canadian Museums Association (1999), Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes of the Flathead Reservation (1992), Thomson T-L (1997). Thomson in particular explores the issues of community involvement in museum mandate development.
Metrics in Museums

The issue of measuring museum performance is not new. Can a museum's performance be measured? What are the best measurements? Attempts are frequently made to manufacture a cost-per-visitor, or to report tangible costs like care of artefacts or creation of exhibits. How relevant are these to community satisfaction with the museum?

Measuring museums is fraught with difficulty, not the least due to misunderstandings of what a museum is and what it does. The International Council of Museums (ICOM) defines a museum as a "non-profit making, permanent institution in the service of society and of its development, and open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, communicates and exhibits, for purposes of study, education and enjoyment, material evidence of people and their environment" (ICOM, 2001).
Performance, or quantitative indicators, have increasingly attracted the interest of museum managers and deliverers of grants to museums over the last 30 years (Weil, 1994). Accounting methods are applied rigorously in larger organizations, and some performance measurements have evolved from expanded accounting responsibility (Thompson, 2001). In 1997, for example, Australia required government cultural agencies to value their collections using standard accounting procedures. In theory this allowed for better management of the valued resources (you can't manage it if you can't measure it), but opinion and experience runs against this method as a primary metric (Carnegie and Wolnizer, 1995, 1996). 
There are examples of other paradigms for evaluation in Australia (Enabling Accountability in Museums; Carnegie and Wolnizer, 1996), the United States (Ames, 1991), Britain (Bud et al., 1991; Rowley, 1999) and Canada (Performance Framework; Teather, 1997). An effort to coordinate use of performance indicators and other diagnostic tools was initiated with the 1993 Wintergreen conference, reported on by Weil (1994).
During the last 10 years, the AAM has operated an active Museum Advancement & Excellence program, and has created the Museum Assessment Program (MAP) as part of the program (American Association of Museums, 2002). The Museum Assessment Program evaluates museums on four areas of performance: institutional, collections management, public dimension, and governance. It uses a self-study workbook including a questionnaire and activities and an on-site review by a peer surveyor. The Public Dimension component addresses perception, experience and involvement of the public. Each of the four components of this program requires significant staff commitment to complete the self-study that stimulates review of the institution's policies, procedures, and records and serves as a baseline against which to measure progress.
A National Pilot Project  of a Museum Achievement Program with a profile similar to the AAM's was launched by Museums Alberta (MAS) in November of 1999 (Museums Alberta, 2000). Results and recommendations of the program indicate its overwhelming success. The participants' enthusiasm about their participation in the National Pilot Project was evident in the final meeting as each person enumerated the benefits experienced as a result of participation (Hayward and Irvine, 2001).
One observation in the report was that "it was not possible to fully resolve systemic issues relating to the objective measurement of performance and achievement" (Hayward and Irvine, 2001, p. 4) in museums due to the limited amount of time available, implying that such measurement was possible. This contrasts with the Wintergreen conclusion as elucidated by Weil (1994) that it would never be appropriate to compare results of performance evaluation across museums because of the uniqueness of every museum and situation. One of the risks of a research project accumulating and comparing results of both internal and community surveys will be the temptation to compare results of different museums directly.
The majority of these models fail to take into account a critical part of the equation: the community in which the institution functions. Accounting models are far off the mark by ignoring everything but the "future economic benefits controlled by the entity" (AARF and AASB, 1995). 

Even when helpful performance indicators can be extracted from museum operations, museums can't be compared against other museums or similar institutions (Weil, 1994). This leaves two options: compare the museum against itself, or measure it against community expectations.
The AAM Public Dimension Assessment (American Association of Museums, 2001a,b), attempts to integrate these two possibilities. The self-study questionnaire provokes introspection while gently suggesting practices that experience has shown successful. The self-study activities actually take participants into the community to interview and work with people in flexible activities. After completion of the self-study questionnaire and activities, and the collection of materials (Annual statements, Mission statements, lists of directors) the surveyor reviews the material, and in 2 days of on-site visits with the participants collects information. A report and recommendations are returned to the participant promptly.

This tool best fits the hypothesis to be tested in this research. Results of participation in the MAP PD assessment reported anecdotally are uniformly positive. Participants report that the majority of benefit is derived from the self-study. Time taken in reflection reveals many areas for improvement.
Community Involvement: Does It Depend on Performance or Content?
Do communities respond directly to museum performance? Is there a direct correlation of community involvement (perhaps measured by budget, an number of volunteers, per capita) and the community's satisfaction with the museum? Weil and others (Archibald, 1999; Weil, 2000) argue that the only way that museums can survive the accelerating change of recent years is by connecting, integrating with and involving their communities. Some interesting examples of community involvement exist, including Peruvian farmers who decided that they themselves would preserve and protect the archaeological site of Kuntur Wasi (Onuki, 1999).
The AAM is also exploring this facet of museum evolution with their Museums & Communities Initiative (American Association of Museums, 2002b).

Other sources that will be explored are: American Association of Museums (2002), Edson (2001), Wittman (1993), Thomson (1997).
Potential Research Sponsors
British Columbia Museums Association

The British Columbia Museums Association (BCMA) would be the most likely sponsor for this research project in British Columbia (BC). The research would directly benefit their membership, and the use of the AAM assessment could be part of the benefits of membership. The BCMA does not, however, have a direct revenue source that could be used for this purpose. A grant, sponsored by the BCMA, would be the avenue most likely.
Museums Assistance Program

The Federal Department of Canadian Heritage funds projects that benefit museums in general in Canada. This research project does not need to be focused solely on BC. Philippa Syme, Museum Assistance Coordinator for the Western Region has responded that the proposal is "timely".
Canadian Museums Association

Already interested in management issues in museums, the Canadian Museums Association (CMA) will undoubtedly take an interest in this project. Once again, funding would probably have to come from an external project grant. Similar work done previously by the CMA could be used as background.
Industry Canada

Industry Canada would likely be interested, as the results of this research would be applicable to other not-for-profit sectors.

Proposed Research Methodology

In general, the AAM Public Dimension assessment (American Association of Museums, 2001a) will be administered to six museums in rural BC. Results of the assessments will be presented to the museums, and they will be asked to act on the assessments and recommendations. Additional interviews will be conducted in the communities to determine public attitude toward museums.
The assessments will be repeated 1 year from the date of the initial assessment. The resulting reports will be compared to highlight changes in the community attitude, and in the performance of the museum. See Table 1 for a complete schedule.
	Table 1. Proposed schedule for data collection

	Task
	Start
	Length

	Part 1
	Year 1
	

	Introduction to project and tool
	January
	1 Day

	Start of self-study
	January
	1 Month

	Connection with surveyor
	January
	2 Months

	Surveyor visit 1
	February
	1 Day

	Surveyor report
	March
	

	Review results with participants, implement recommendations
	March
	

	Part 2
	Year 2
	

	Start of self-study
	January
	1 Month

	Connection with surveyor
	January
	2 Months

	Surveyor visit 1
	February
	1 Day

	Surveyor report
	March
	

	Review results with participants
	March
	

	Review data, analyse results, produce report
	April
	2 Months


A survey of the local newspapers and newsletters will be conducted to determine how many references are made to the museum and its activities. The results of this survey can be interpreted several ways. Care will be taken to limit inferences from this information.

Sample Population

Six museums will be selected for the study. They will be rural, small, community museums. Budgets must be <$50,000, giving a possible universe of over 500 museums in BC. Population of towns must be <50,000 (BCStats, 2001). Number of full-time staff must be <4. Proposed museums are listed in Table 2.
	Table 2. List of potential museum participants

	Museum
	Contact
	Location

	Enderby and District Museum and Archives 
	Joan Cowan
	Enderby

	Cowichan Valley Museum
	Priscilla Davis
	Duncan

	Zeballos Museum
	Ruth Woodhouse
	Zeballos

	Fernie and District Historical Society Museum
	William Quail
	Fernie

	Williams Lake Museum and Historical Society
	Pat Skoblanuik
	Williams Lake

	Valemount and Area Museum
	Aleda Bain
	Valemount

	Lasqueti Island Historical Society
	Pat Forbes
	Lasqueti Island


These museums have not been selected randomly, and the bias inherent in this subjective selection may influence the results. The qualitative nature of this survey will allow evaluation of the hypothesis. If valid, further controlled studies may be contemplated.
Participants in the community survey will be selected from within each of the museums' geographic communities (residents within the town boundaries and residents within 1 hr of the town). Two-hundred surveys will be distributed randomly, and results tabulated using Microsoft Excel (Microsoft, 1999). Care must be taken at this stage to ensure no bias from the museum staff enters in the selection of those surveyed.
Conditions of the Research

This study will function largely as a qualitative exercise to determine how the museum is doing in its own eyes and in the eyes of the community in which it operates. The MAP PD assessment requires participants to reflect on their processes and produces little quantitative data. The Surveyor's report after the self-assessment follows a Critical Issues Checklist (American Association of Museum, 2001b). Although this checklist implies, and indeed, explicitly calls for "a general assessment of operations in these areas" (American Association of Museums, 2001b, p. 14), there is no specific rating structure. The assessment by the surveyor is necessarily subjective and qualitative. To determine "improvement" over the two administrations of the program, a rating system will be developed for the surveyors to force a quantitative framework on the general assessment.
Quantitative data will, however, be collected in the community portion of this study. A separate public survey will be administered to 200 members of each community. The survey will include simple questions (McGee and Prusak, 1993) that will allow for rating the individual's satisfaction with the museum (e.g., Have you ever volunteered at the museum? yes/no). Questions will be developed with the museum to allow for individual differences in each community but will remain the same for each of the parts of the survey.
It will be important to repeat the survey 1 year after the initial assessment to determine: 1) if the museum has improved internally; and 2) if public perception of the museum has improved.

Data to Be Collected

Part 1

The deliverable for the AAM Public Dimension Assessment is a report. The report includes: 

· an assessment of the museum's ability to achieve its stated mission;

· an overview of the museum's performance in areas outlined in the Assessment Critical Issues Checklist (American Association of Museums, 2001b);

· highlights of the museum's strengths and weaknesses;

· identification of areas where the museum does not meet current standards of best practices.

The items on the Critical Review Checklist will be rated by the surveyors on a five-point scale. Some of the results obtained by the institution during its self-study activities will be tabulated using simple questions. (e.g., Did the people you talk to know where the museum was?).
Part 2

On the second administration of the survey, areas of change in the quantitative sections will be noted and tabulated. These difference will be noted and tabulated across the museums. Changes in the qualitative sections will be the subject of a report section. This report will not be available to the museums until all identifying features have been removed.
Tools

The AAM Museum Assessment Program Public Dimension Assessment will be used for this study. Six museums in BC will be selected for administration of the program. Funding will be required to purchase the materials from the AAM, or authorization will be required from the AAM to copy and use the material.
Ethical Considerations

Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy (RRU, 2000) will be followed.

Museums

The informed consent of all direct participants in the study at all museums involved will be required and obtained for participation in the study. Written approval from the governing organization of the museum for the organization to participate in the study will also be obtained.

Results will remain confidential, and published reports will not identify individual museums or communities. There will be no risk of unauthorized persons obtaining the either the raw data or final reports.
Absolute standards for evaluating museums have always been a contentious issue. Museums will be assured that they are not being compared to other museums and they are not being assessed for achievement or against any standard.

Community

All participants in focus groups, community meetings, or interviews will be advised of the study and offered the opportunity to not participate should they wish. Some of the activities suggested in the AAM Self-Study Workbook (American Asociation of Museum, 2001a) must be modified to adhere to ethical guidelines. Specifically, museum workers can not "go where they will not be recognized and act as though they are a visitor or new to the area" (American Association of Museums, 2001a). To perform this activity, they will have to advise the people they talk to exactly what they are doing.
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