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Plotting a fresh course
I recently experienced one of the most satisfying moments of my 20 year museum career.  Went into my PA’s office and saw a large envelope sitting in my in-tray.  I assumed it was a book or manuscript that someone was forwarding to me, hoping either I’d recommend it to our retail manager, review it for a journal or forward it to our internationally renowned library.  It proved to be none of these.  It was, in fact, a very handsome, copiously illustrated book, Port Adelaide – tales from a ‘Commodious Harbour’, produced by the Friends of the South Australian Maritime Museum, the museum in which I had started my museum career as its inaugural director back in 1984.  The museum now attracts around 70,000 visitors per annum, employs around a dozen staff and 60 volunteers, with a Friends group numbering around a 100.  

The book was a gift from the Friends of SAMM.   I hugely enjoyed browsing through it, re-acquainting myself with images of objects I’d so much enjoyed acquiring and stories and characters around which we’d built the opening exhibitions.  I emailed the current director (and old colleague of mine from Sydney), to congratulate him on this fine production.  My delight rose still higher when he emailed me back saying that sales of the book have raised nearly $90,000 to support projects that focus on Port Adelaide’s history.  SAMM is not a wealthy museum and South Australia does not have major a tradition of private philanthropy thus I sure these monies constitute a major injection of project funds for the museum.  I felt a special sense of pride when I read in the email that the Friends group had been constituted in October 1988, a few short months before I left Port Adelaide, bound for Sydney.  Perhaps I’m just getting old….but it felt very gratifying to discover that the seed we had planted 20 years ago is producing such tangible benefits.

I’ve always been a keen advocate of Friends/Members and Volunteers programs.  I regard them as a barometer of a museum’s organisational health.  In my experience, a museum with strong, committed friends and volunteers programs is a dynamic museum well integrated into its community and recognised as a significant community asset.  This has powerful implications for the museum’s visitation and its funding, both from government and non government sources.  But, more importantly, well run friends/members and volunteers programs provide wonderful vehicles for people to come together and share common interests which, in turn, engender great personal satisfaction and sense of real community engagement amongst the participants.
I’ve worked in four museums, always as a director, over the past 25 years.   From 1984-8 I was the inaugural director of SAMM in Port Adelaide.  We opened in late 1986, with around a dozen staff and 180 volunteers.  From 1989-2000 I was the inaugural director of ANMM in Sydney.  It opened in late 1991 and by the time I left we had around 120 staff, 400+ volunteers and around 12,000 Members.  I then moved to the Powerhouse Museum, also in Sydney.  Australia’s largest museum, the Powerhouse covers a very broad range of fields across history, science and design.  When I joined it had around 380 staff, 180 volunteers and 8000 members.  During 7 exciting years as its Director, our Member numbers more than doubled and volunteers increased by 50%.   Last September I moved to London to become Director of the world’s largest maritime museum, the National Maritime Museum at Greenwich in suburban London.  When I arrived, the museum had around 420 staff, 80 volunteers and was in the throws of reconstituting its externally run Friends group, nominally around 2500 strong, into an internally managed Members program.
What do I mean by Friends, Members and Volunteers?

Friends: a group of people constituted outside the Museum’s formal structures formed to support the museum and to enjoy a shared interest in the museum’s subject matter and activities.  Sometimes totally run by volunteers, sometimes the group has the resources to engage paid staff.

Members: as above, but with the key difference that the group is operated as a department within the museum, hence the museum has direct responsibility and control over its operations and finances.

Volunteers: people who provide their labour and expertise in an organised program, without receiving paid remuneration, to assist the museum’s operations.  This assistance might be given through front of house activities such as tour guides or Members’ Lounge hosts, or through any number of behind the scenes tasks or outreach activities.
At SAMM, indeed in each of the museums I’ve led, the friends/members and volunteer programs have been separately constituted and run.  Should Friends/Members and Volunteers be treated as the same program?   In some museums it seems to work well to have the 2 threads combined.   Perhaps this is especially applicable in smaller museums.  I have always preferred to keep the two strands separate in a formal organisational sense as I think this preserves a clarity of purpose for each; have seen examples where a fully integrated Friends/Volunteers program leads to a confusion of roles.  This is not to say that a person cannot be both a Friend/Member and a volunteer; indeed I encourage this, but I don’t see merit in requiring people to become a Member if they want to volunteer or indeed to automatically enrolling volunteers in the Members program.
In this paper my focus is largely on Friends/Members programs.  In particular, I wish to explore the possible future outlook for Members programs, as exemplified through my new institution, Britain’s National Maritime Museum, Greenwich.
What is the value of members programs?

Should be seen from 2 different perspectives: 

· Value to the organisation

· Personal value to the individual

The values can be grouped under 3 headings
· Educational

· Social

· Financial

	Values
	To organisation
	To member

	Educational
	· Reinforces museum’s educational mission

· Draws in broader knowledge base

· Encourages staff to think ‘outside the box’
	· Engagement with ideas

· Promotes informal learning, both for adults and children

· Learning from/amongst kindred spirits

· Unique/unusual learning opportunities, eg. ‘behind the scenes’ tours, members magazine, study tours

	Social/
Communal
	· Institutional recognition within community

· Word of mouth ambassadors

· Fosters links to/with other like-minded groups and organizations
	· Emotional attachment and sense of belonging

· Sense of ‘being special’

· Family based, shared activity

· Friendship and networking opportunities

	Economic
	Direct:

· Membership dues

· Events revenue

· Likely object donors

Indirect:

· Membership = base of ‘giving pyramid’

· Demonstration to external funders of organisation’s worth and standing in community
	Value for money:

· Free/discounted admission: general, special exhibitions, programmes and events

· Special discounts

Reciprocal rights when visiting other museums


What does the future hold for Friends and Members programs?
On the positive side – 

· People like ‘belonging’ to things.  This holds true for people who:

· Have more leisure time

· Have more disposable income

· Might be cash rich yet time poor; want to get maximum ‘value’ from their leisure pursuits.

As the former chairwoman of NMM Friends group told me recently, ‘it can be quite hard to sense a feeling of belonging’.  Thus, good museums members programs can provide a real sense of personal affinity or, as she put it, the personal satisfaction of being able to say: ‘I can’t wait to show you our new……’

· People are looking for unique and different things to do.  In an increasingly homogenised world, many people (probably most) are seeking to be ‘different’.  Through their Friends group, museums offer people the chance to be part of something special and, if it’s a good program, the chance to do things that others are unlikely to experience, eg behind the scenes tours, curator briefings, special events.
The challenges – 

· Governance requirements are becoming more onerous (financial accounting and audit, staff oversight).  Standing for office for a volunteer-run Friends group, separately constituted to the museum becomes less attractive as its management becomes more complex.

· As our lives get seemingly ever more hectic, people feel they have less spare time and may be reluctant to stand for voluntary office.
In Australia and Britain these trends have led some voluntary managed Friends groups to give up their independence and being transformed into Members programs run from within the museum.  While this should lead to an improvement in the level of member servicing, it also generally results in increasing the cost of staffing and overheads.  Thus, ironically, the overall outcome might be a drop-off in members perceived level of engagement and, due to the higher cost of managing the program in-house, a major drop in the direct financial support that the group makes to the museum – the very reason it was first founded!
This mix of challenges and opportunities is well exemplified by my new institution, Britain’s National Maritime Museum at Greenwich.  Even though (perhaps because) we have over 400 staff, our volunteer team numbers only 80 continuing volunteers plus another 60 or so work experience students.  Volunteer involvement has not risen at Greenwich in a way it has at many other major British nationals.  I can’t believe it reflects a lack of interest in our subject matter – no nation is prouder of its maritime heritage.   Experience tells me that staff need to be convinced that volunteers can actually do meaningful work and will not add to their already heavy workloads.  They also need reassurance that volunteers add to the museum’s capabilities and output, but do not take away staff jobs.  I will need to identify a few ‘champions’ within my existing staff who embrace volunteering concept and the opportunities it provides for organisational growth and enrichment.
As I mentioned earlier, a few months before I arrived at Greenwich the Museum’s Friends group voluntarily disbanded itself and transferred its membership base across to a new Members organisation, to be run from within the Museum.  The NMM Friends group had operated for over 20 years.  The seeds of its demise, its last President told me recently, were sown when the British government provided funding support in 2001 that enabled all Britain’s national museums to remove general admission charges.  Free entry, she told me, ‘started the rot.  There were simply not enough obvious benefits for people to justify paying their subscriptions.’  
Membership numbers dropped from around 3500 in 2001 to an estimated 2500 when the group wound-up in 2007.  One of the challenges for our new Members manager (recruited in January this year) was to transfer the old manual records across on to a computer database that can be accurately tracked.  Not surprisingly this process unearthed a considerable number of discrepancies.   I am informed that some Friends were unhappy with the change of structure and, in the words of the former President, some Friends ‘did not resign…but chose to unjoin’.  Thus, our Members manager and I face the challenge of rebuilding the membership base from its current level of just over 2000 members.   Our approach is built around fairly typical membership strategies: 

· developing a strong and varied program of lectures and events, reflecting contemporary and historical maritime themes.
· promoting the program through regular online newsletters and a new, high quality members magazine 

· offering competitive membership rates, including favourable multi year rates, and simple renewal mechanisms.
· discounts at Museum shop, café etc.
Challenges

· momentum lost during transition period. 

· need to demonstrate to lost Friends that new program is as good/better than  its predecessor

· many lost Friends were quite elderly, thus transition to Members offered a convenient moment for them to retire gracefully

· NMM charges admission for only one of its core programs: PHP.  Further, has been the Museum’s practice the stage a major temporary exhibition for which supplementary admission fees are levied only every second or third year.  Under my leadership the Museum will significantly ramp up its temporary exhibition program but it will take several years for the new cycle to materialise.  In the meantime, it’s a challenge to ‘sell’ the Members program as a straight value for money proposition.
I’m confident we will succeed….but it will take time.   The response to lectures and events has been very positive, but will take time for other aspects of the program, eg offsite visits, behind the scenes tours, additional discounts and special offers with non Museum organisations, members’ package tours to get going…and for word of them to get out to former Friends and potential new Members.  

At the Powerhouse in Sydney, where general adult admission was AU$10 (roughly £5), far and away the highest rating factors why people joined as Members were:
· Unlimited free entry for the individual/family

· free entry to fee charging special exhibitions (memberships increased threefold when we changed this benefit from being a discount entry price to free entry).

Free general entry was introduced for all national museums across England in late 2001.  In the following six years the number of visits to the former charging national museums has doubled.  That's 37 million additional visits since 2001. Former charging museums in London have seen a 94 per cent increase and those in the regions a 109 percent increase in visits during the same period.
In our last full year of general entry charging (1998/99), visitor numbers were 482,000.  Attendances virtually doubled the next year (874,000) when free entry was given to children.  By 2002/03, the first full year of general free entry, visitor numbers had leapt to 1,200,000.   Last year (2007/08) following the opening of our new planetarium and new astronomy galleries at our world renowned ROG, our total on-site visitation has reached a record 1.7m.
	Year
	Visits
	Notes

	1998-’99
	482,038
	Final year of full-cost entry

	1999-’00
	874,434
	Children free

	2000-’01
	799,777
	Children & senior citizens free

	2001-’02
	1,004,604
	Free admission for all from late 2001

	2002-’03
	1,208,176
	First full year of free admission


The relationship between general admission charging and museum members programs is something of a vexed question, thus you may be interested to hear what have been the changes to the demographic characteristics of NMM’s visitor profile in the seven years since general entry charges were removed.  Essentially, the Museum’s demographics have not experienced significant change as a result of free admission.   This is not to say no changes have been observed:

· more women are now coming - the gender balance between male/female visitors has moved from 55%/45% to 49%/51%.

· More young people are coming – in 1998/9 only 30% of our visitors were aged 16-34; this group now makes up 39% of our visitor profile.

· A higher % of our visitors are international tourists (up from 46 to 54%)

· The social class profile of our visitor has changed but little (1998/9 C2DE = 16%; 2007/08 20%)

· Repeat visitor numbers only increased slightly (32% to 35%)

	Performance Indicator
	1998-’99
	2002-’03
	2007-’08

	Gender - male / female
	55% / 45%
	55% / 45%
	49% - 51%

	Age bracket - 16-34
	30%
	28%
	39%

	Origin - overseas
	46%
	31%
	54%

	Social Class - C2DE
	20%
	18%
	16%

	Repeat visitors
	32%
	36%
	35%


This data confirms the experience of other museums (notably in recent years ANMM in Sydney when it removed its general admission charge in 2004) that the impact of this change is, not surprisingly, that total admission numbers increase dramatically but that the composition of visitors (the visitor profile) changes less than one might have predicted. 
Based on this data, what do I predict for our Member program’s future?  Plainly, we need to:

· Build both intellectual and emotional relationship between our Members and the Museum, by

· Continuing to build rapport with them; we need to know what they want,
· creating varied, while cost effective, events and activities,
· seek to recruit new members from other similar local groups, thus both increasing our own Member numbers and reinforcing the base of shared interests that  attracts many people to join 
· Foster amongst Members a genuine sense that NMM is ‘my museum’ 
· reinforcing Members’ sense of belief that they are an important and valued part of the Museum
· Provide the best possible value proposition

· Always keep Members in mind when setting prices for all Museum products and programs.

· Try to secure appropriate discounts and special offers on non museum services and activities that will appeal to the interests of our Members
· Carefully manage our program’s cost base

· Support our small Members staff team with appropriate volunteers who can assist them in broadening our program offer in cost effective ways.
As all of you can attest, none of these challenges will be easily met.  By the same token, none of them are insuperable.  But can I finish on a cautionary note.  The western world has entered a period of significant economic downturn.  Virtually all economic indicators are looking very pessimistic in Britain.  I would be interested to hear what other delegates here think such a pessimistic climate does to museum members programs.   My gut sense is that museum memberships are probably regarded as discretionary or luxury items by many people, thus when their personal finances feel tight, a number of members might decide not to renew their subscription.  Some people, especially families, might take the positive view that memberships allow them unlimited entry throughout the year and are thus good value propositions.  But this logic only applies where general admission charges are levied; museums offering free general entry might well have to work that much harder to sustain member loyalty.   
It will be interesting to see if the fresh course we’re currently plotting at Greenwich brings storms, or the doldrums or smooth sailing ahead or, like most voyages, a mix of all conditions.  Like any long voyage it will require lots of hard work, good teamwork…and probably a few sleepless nights along the way!
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