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What’s the BIG IDEA?Y

This feature presents the history,
theory or critical points of the theme to
provide a broad context for the issue.

What’s So Important About Planning?

By Elizabeth Merritt, Director, Museum Advancement and Excellence

Life offers two great gifts—time, and
the ability to choose how we spend
it. Planning is a process of choosing
among those many options. If we do
not choose to plan, then we choose
to have others plan for us.

—Richard I. Winword

No plan can prevent a stupid person
from doing the wrong thing in the
wrong place at the wrong time, but a
good plan should keep a concentra-
tion from forming.

—Charles E. Wilson

Planning has long been recognized

as an important element in assessing

a museum’s performance. Museum
Accreditation: A Report to the Profession
(1970)—the first published guide-

lines for the AAM Accreditation
Program—Ilists “future plans” as one

of five “aspects of museum operations”
to be examined. It is notable that the
other aspects (administration, curatorial,
exhibition program, and educational
and interpretive program) each have
bulleted lists of what, specifically, under
these headings will be reviewed. “Future
Plans” stands alone without elaboration.
This lack of detail begs the question of
how, exactly, a peer reviewer assesses
the quality of such plans.

In the subsequent thirty-five years, the
museum field has filled in a great deal
of the blank space below that head-
ing. The Accreditation and Museum
Assessment Programs have played their
roles as venues for exploring this topic,
enabling museum staff, peer reviewers,
and the Accreditation Commission to
evaluate what elements of a plan, and
what characteristics of museum plan-
ning, are key to success. The conclu-
sions reached through this process are
encapsulated in the recent revisions of
the Characteristics of an Accreditable

Museum and The Accreditation
Commission’s Expectations Regarding
Institutional Planning.

The Characteristics, for example, say
that such planning should include
involvement of the museum’s audiences
and communities. The Expectation
details that planning needs to be:
« current (up-to-date, and reflective of
an ongoing process)
« comprehensive (covering all relevant
aspects of museum operations)

- timely (geared to significant events
in the museum’s life cycle, such as
changes in size, scope, purpose,
governance, etc.)

« formal (process and outcome docu-
mented in writing and approved by
vote of the governing authority)

The Expectations also emphasizes that
Continued on page 2
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the Big Idea continued from page 1

both the process of planning and the
written plan itself deserve attention

in the assessment process. A plan can
look great on paper but be useless if it
was generated in a vacuum; a group
of stakeholders can arrive at a wonder-
ful plan that never gets implemented
because it is not documented and

shared.

Standards about planning have become
this detailed because of the level of
attention planning gets in the review
process. In 2005, twenty-three per-

cent of the reasons the Accreditation
Commission cited in tabling their deci-
sion regarding museums in review
involved planning. Often planning,

or the lack of it, lies at the root of

a museum’s problems. An initially
promising museum stagnates, never
fulfilling its initial promise of suc-

cess. Why? Because it has no vision,
captured in a plan, of how it wants to
develop. A museum has grand dreams
of a new building and better services,
but they remain dreams. Why? Because
there is no financial plan to generate
the money to realize these dreams. A
museum lurches in one direction then
another, taking on many individually
good projects that fail to form a coher-
ent whole, and straining its resources to
the utmost. Why? Because there is no
plan setting priorities and unifying the
museum’s choices.

There are other reasons, both philo-
sophical and practical, that planning is
examined so closely in museum assess-
ment. Philosophically, it is in align-
ment with the whole approach of the
Museum Assessment and Accreditation
Programs, which assess a museum
against its self-identified goals as docu-
mented, for example, in its mission and
planning. From a practical point of view,
museums typically engage in accredita-
tion review once every ten years, and
museums rarely undertake a given
MAP assessment more frequently. Any
assessment is in some sense a snapshot

in time—and a snapshot doesn't reveal
what happens the moment after the
shutter clicks. What is the best indicator
a MAP surveyor has regarding whether
the museum board, director, and staff
are all on the same page and headed in
the right direction? What will provide
the Accreditation Commission some
measure of confidence that an excellent
museum will still be healthy and viable
next time it comes up for review? The
answer to both of these questions is the
same: the museum’s written plans.

As the standards become more detailed,
peer review treads an ever narrower line
between being lax or over-prescriptive.
It is tempting to give a high-perform-
ing museum a pass, despite its lack of

a written plan or a healthy, inclusive
planning process. What does it matter
so long as the collections are well kept,
the exhibits and programs excellent,

the community well served? But, in the
museum community, our obligations are
to our future audiences as well as the
people currently coming in the door. It
is planning that provides generational
equity—that ensures that resources

will not be used up serving the current
generation, and that the museum will
be sustained into the future. Conversely,
each of us has our own experience of
what constitutes a successful planning
process—top-down, bottom-up, cross-
departmental, director-driven—and it

is tempting to believe that this is what
would work best for other organizations.
But museum assessment standards
embrace the diverse ways in which plan-
ning can be done successfully—there

is no one successful model to which all
museums must adhere. We continue to
learn through observation, building on
MAP, Accreditation, and each museum’s
experiences, what few universal state-
ments we can make about what good
planning looks like. The attention you

as peer reviewer give to planning in

the assessment process will help deter-
mine what these standards look like in
another thirty-five years. ®



In Sight

Diverse Approaches, Common Purpose

By Vanessa Jones, Peer Review Manager

As Elizabeth Merritt points out in the
lead article, a museum’s planning pro-
cess can take many forms while still
fulfilling common objectives. To explore
why and how museums embark on an
institutional planning process, I inter-
viewed three peer reviewers who are
also directors of museums recognized
by AAM as having completed success-
ful planning. My questions centered on
why they embarked on the process, how
they did it, what benetfits the staff and
organization as a whole derived, and
what challenges they experienced.

The interviews confirmed the notion
that while different approaches to plan-
ning are appropriate for different situ-
ations, overall the motivations are the
same. Despite facing different circum-
stances, all three directors agreed that
thinking strategically about the future
and developing priorities for both board
and staff were the main reasons for
initiating the planning process. They
also saw the need to professionalize
their institutions by bringing them in
line with established standards and best
practices and looking outward at their
communities and the field at large in
order to identify and respond to trends.

PATRICIA MURPHY, EXECUTIVE
DIRECTOR, OBERLIN HERITAGE
CENTER, OHIO

Governance: private not-for-profit
history museum

Budget: $250,000

Number of staff: 9 (4 full-time
equivalent)

We already had a strong tradition of
planning, but the previous planning pro-
cesses were each for two years; this time
we needed a more comprehensive plan
that would lead us for five years. We
were now more mature as an institution
and needed to focus on new programs
and setting more ambitious goals.

This feature illustrates the theme in practice through case studies or examples.

We established a strategic planning
committee composed of selected board
members and key staff people. We
wanted a smaller and more constant
group, because we had learned from
our previous experiences involving the
entire board that it was too time con-
suming to keep everyone up to date on
discussions and decisions. The staff was
really glad that they were involved this
time because it gave them a sense of
inclusiveness, while the board realized
that staff have a lot to offer. We used

a facilitator. He was able to convince
some skeptics that we were on the right
path by pulling in examples from previ-
ous planning processes with us.

We have experienced many benefits
from this process. It forced us to exam-
ine every aspect of our operations and
helped to clarify our strategic issues. It
helped to get board members to buy
into certain initiatives. It also developed
a stronger focus for staff in their day-to-
day work and operations, and showed
them how what they do fits into the
larger whole of our organization.

There were challenges. Certain board
and staff members initially felt that this
process would be a “waste of time” and
were reluctant to participate until they
realized the importance of what we
were doing for the future of our orga-
nization. We struggled with the tension
between those who wanted to “dream
big” and those who felt we should “live
within our means.” But these different
perspectives provided a diversity of
views and prompted healthy discussion.

G. ROLLIE ADAMS, PRESIDENT
AND CEO, STRONG MUSEUM,
ROCHESTER, NY

Governance: private not-for-profit
childrens/youth museum

Budget: $7.7 million

Number of staff: 225 (120 full-time
equivalent)

We developed our first strategic plan
in 1988 in response to declining atten-
dance and a realization that we needed
to review and refine our focus. As the
new CEO, I was charged with develop-
ing a plan that would make the institu-
tion a critical educational resource that
was prized and utilized by the commu-
nity. We are now in year two of imple-
menting our fourth plan. Our planning
initiatives have been based on the
notion that an institution should plan
its future around the intersection of its
assets and the needs of its community.

For the first planning process, the
museum employed a local firm as

an outside facilitator and market
researcher. This firm first studied the
museum’s market and gathered input
from educators, the museum board, and
the museum staff. Then it conducted

a series of planning exercises with the
board and staff. The firm also led discus-
sions with a board-staff planning team
consisting of trustees and senior staff
members participating as equals. This
team crafted the plan with the facilita-
tor’s help.

The next planning effort, in 1993, was
similar except that the museum hired
a single consultant who partnered with
the senior museum staff to lead the
planning process. This time, the team
benefited from market research per-
formed prior to the planning process.

In a practical sense, the museum has
never finished strategic planning. Each
plan has had an “evergreen” provision
calling for the continuation of the plan-
ning team and for that team to [annu-
ally] review progress against the plan

Continued on page 6
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On the Ground

Recognizing the Best Laid Plans

By John Stanley, Deputy Director of Operations, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston (Accreditation Visiting Committee Member and MAP Surveyor),

& Alex Nyerges, Director, Dayton Art Institute (Accreditation Visiting Committee Member)

And so now you are on-site as a peer
reviewer. When it comes to the criti-
cal subject of strategic planning, what
should you look for? What questions
should you ask, and what answers

might be “red flags”?

The obvious place to start is the muse-
um’s formal, board-approved strategic
plan. In addition to checking that the
plan has been reviewed and approved
by the board, ask about the planning
process. Active involvement of the
board and staff is critical to a good plan-
ning process and helps produce a well-
balanced plan.

Moving into the document itself, it
should ideally be grounded in current
market research with an eye toward
competitive forces. Research might
include entrance and exit interviews,
focus groups, and some form of broad,
community-based survey. We all believe
we know our institutions best, but with-
out knowing how we are viewed from
the outside, we can suffer from institu-
tional myopia.

The strategic plan should be backed by
a business plan that includes financial
modeling, indicating that the strategic
direction is feasible. The model should
include analysis of how sensitive it is to
changes in the values of important vari-
ables. The institution needs to have this
sense of “what-if.” What if attendance
goals are not met? What if investment
returns are lower than expected? What
if fund-raising goals are not met?

While the plan should provide an over-
all vision, it also needs to include details
that show how it will be implemented,
including major goals, initiatives, and
action items. Stating goals without tac-
tics begs the question of how a plan will

[4]

be achieved. The plan should also be
written in a way that allows flexibility
for changing circumstances over time.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly,
there should be associated, measurable
indicators, including timelines, that
enable the museum to know if it is
succeeding—or not.

In the role of peer reviewer, it is impor-
tant for you to keep the plan in mind as
you make your rounds and have discus-
sions with board members and staff.
You will want to ascertain a number of
things about the plan, including process,
understanding, and buy-in. Look for
four elements that should stand out in
any discussion of the planning process:
« Understanding of the plan

« Agreement with the direction and
particulars of the plan

» Commitment to the plan as a unified
effort

» Process—how was the plan developed?

Understanding is most important. A
plan is only effective if all the constitu-
encies understand what the plan means
in terms of both inputs and outcomes.
It is a clear warning sign when only a
few people truly understand the plan
and its intended effect. Can staff and
trustees cite, without referencing the
plan itself, key principals and goals?
Can they speak to the alignment of the
museum’s mission to the plan? Were
they even a part of its development?
Can they articulate their own roles and
responsibilities? Do they know how
their performance will be measured
against the plan? Does the plan cascade
down the organizational structure into
institutional, divisional, departmental,
and individual goals? Are merit pay
adjustments based, in part, on the suc-
cessful fulfillment of these goals?

This feature incorporates the theme into the practical work of peer reviewers.

Agreement among stakeholders is para-
mount if the plan is to succeed. Watch
for hints of dissension or conflicting
priorities. A plan without agreement

or buy-in by everyone is potentially
doomed to failure.

Commitment is essential. Everyone,
from trustees to staff and the public,
needs to believe the plan is the right
one. If you perceive a lack of commit-
ment, there is a good chance that the
plan is weak and will likely fail. Has
the plan been presented to all levels of
staff? Were they all involved in some
way, perhaps via an all-staff question-
naire? Is there a reporting and tracking
process so that all staff and trustees
know how the institution is doing? Is
there a reward or recognition program
for those who excel in its implementa-
tion? Do the staff and trustees believe
the plan to be financially, physically,
and psychologically doable?

In terms of process, you want to under-
stand how formal the process was and
who was involved. Did the institution
use an objective third-party facilitator or
consultant? Was market research used to
underpin the conclusions and direction?
Was there participation by members of
the governing authority as either review-
ers or active members of a planning
committee? Is there a staff and/or board
planning committee, and what is its
composition? Does it offer a diversity of
opinions, insight, and experience? Does
the plan cover all aspects of the institu-
tion, both capital and operating?

As you consider the answers you
receive to these questions, look for the
following red flags. Certainly the first is
hesitation or the inability to answer any
of the above questions. Also troubling
are comments such as:



« “We're a cultural organization, not a
business; we don’t need it.”

* “We've gotten along fine so far with-
out a plan.”

« “It’s all in my head; the staff knows
what I'm thinking, so there’s no rea-
son to commit it to paper.”

* “We did a plan 10 years ago.”

* “We're too busy with day-to-day busi-
ness to plan.”

* “We don't need a plan; we're all in
agreement.”

« “I really don’t know. I wasn'’t involved
in the plan that much.”

« “It is really the director’s (or chair-
man’s, or board’s) plan, not mine.”

And one more thing to look out for: a

heavy layer of dust on the cover jacket

of the plan! However good the plan is,
it is just paper if it is not actually being
used.

There is no one strategic planning pre-
scription for all museums. But whether
you are reviewing museums that are
large or small, art or historical, there
are basic questions you should ask and
universal things you should look for. It
has been said that life is what happens
while we plan for the future. While
this may be true of humans, the life
span of most every institution will be
longer than any one of us. It is critical,
then, not just to consider the day-to-day
but to look beyond the time we might
spend at our respective institutions. As
peer reviewers, it is essential that we,
too, consider the long term and how the
reviewed institution is addressing it. ®

PEER REVIEW MANAGER’S CORNER

AAM’S 2006 ANNUAL MEETING IN BOSTON, MA

PEER REVIEWER RECRUITMENT



REFERENCE DESK

The following resources may help peer reviewers
understand the institutional planning process.

ATTENTION VISITING COMMITTEE MEMBERS:

NEW ACCREDITATION SELF-STUDY
QUESTIONNAIRE

In Sight continued from page 3

and upgrade its goals and strategies.
The plan is used during budgeting as
the basis for determining operations
and activities for the following year. In
addition, the museum is continually
engaged in market research and bench-
marking of various types, measuring
our performance and exploring new
ways of doing just about everything.

ED SCHNEIDER, CEO, SANTA
BARBARA BOTANIC GARDEN, CA

Governance: private not-for-profit
arboretum/botanic garden

Budget: $2.8 million
Number of staff: 32 full-time equivalent

When I was appointed CEO in 1992
there was a need to professionalize the
organization and think strategically
about its future. There had never been
a strategic planning process prior to

my arrival. There have been several
planning activities since then, with the
most recent plan spanning the period
2005-07.

We took a cascading approach to plan-
ning. The trustees shaped overarching
goals, with my full participation and
some limited involvement of senior
management. Then I worked with
senior management and department
directors to add another sub-layer of
goals. The specific objectives and action
plans were determined by individual
departments—including measurable
indicators for benchmarking and assess-
ing progress.

Strategic planning at SBBG is a contin-
ual and dynamic process with monthly
reports to the Board, Board committee,
and staff and volunteer committees
directly corresponding to goals and
action items.




We experienced a number of benefits
from the planning process, both imme-
diate and long-term. They included staff
buy-in to the direction of the institution;
total transparency and increased trust
among staff; staff working towards the
same goal and thinking strategically
rather than task-to-task; and a sense of
accomplishment because of the ability
to look back and see how far we have
come. In the longer term we increased
our endowment and earned income,
and improved our collections and pro-
grams, which are the two areas the plan
is most focused on.

In order for the planning process to be

a success it is very important to have a
strong and committed core leadership

at the board level to promote strategic
planning and support the director. So
board quality (chemistry, involvement,
interaction, vested interest) is of utmost
importance for such a process to go well.

These interviews reveal that it would be
wise for peer reviewers to keep an open

mind when they are evaluating a muse-

um’s institutional plan, and to remem-
ber that the process and resulting report
will not always look the same from
museum to museum. The key is to look
for certain important qualities. The On
the Ground article, by two accomplished
peer reviewers, highlights some of these
qualities and provides practical tips on
how to identify and assess them. @

HOT OFF THE WEB

NEW, EASIER LOGIN PROCESS FOR THE AAM WEB SITE FOR

AAM MEMBERS

For individual members:

For staff at member museums:

For Directors/CEOs of member museums:

PEER REVIEWER WEB SITE (NO LOGIN REQUIRED)



April 27 — May 1, 2006, Boston

A Centennial of Ideas: Exploring Tomorrow’s
Museums

(See www.aam-us.org/am06/index for more
information)

Registration Deadlines and Fees
First Call Deadline — January 31, 2006
Member $305, Non-member $445

Early Bird Registration — February 28, 2006
Member $320, Non-member $460

Advanced Deadline — March 31, 2006
Member $380, Non-member $520

On-Site — After March 31, 2006
Member $420, Non-Member $560

AAM Peer Review Orientation
Friday, April 28, 4 pm — 5 pm

AAM and IMLS Reception for Volunteer
Leaders, Mentors, and Advocates

Friday, April 28, 5 pm — 6 pm

Assessing Public Trust and Accountability:

A Workshop for AAM Peer Reviewers
Monday, May 1, 9 am — 12 pm

CEOs and Governance
January 27-28, 2006 — San Francisco

Hone your leadership skills, gain the tools
and knowledge you need to develop a high-
functioning governing board, and build your
network of colleagues interested in sharing
solutions and experiences as a museum
CEO. This seminar presents best practices in
governance and is led by Maureen Robinson,
author of Nonprofit Boards that Work. Highly
recommended for CEOs and directors with
less than several years in the position.

Legal Issues in Museum Administration
(LIMA)

March 29-31, 2006, Chicago

This annual seminar provides museum direc-
tors, administrators, trustees, legal counsel,
and others with the most current knowledge
and information regarding today’s legal issues
in museum operations.

Learning in Museums
Interpretive Teams: Planning to Evaluate
June 1617, 2006, St. Louis

If museums are going to thrive as places of
learning, shifts in the way they create and
deliver educational opportunities must occur.
Developing an interpretive vision and uniting
traditionally distinct and separate museum
departments in interpretive teams ensure that
education is an institution’s highest priority
and all staff’s responsibility—from the plan-
ning stages through evaluation. This seminar
will show you how your institution can maxi-
mize visitor learning through institution-wide
collaboration.

Secrets of Accreditation
September 22—23, 2006, Pittsburgh

This seminar is for any museum currently
in the Accreditation process, about to begin
subsequent Accreditation, or merely decid-
ing whether to pursue Accreditation. Learn
valuable tips and strategies first-hand

from program staff and an Accreditation
Commissioner on how to ensure a smooth
process and a successful outcome.

2007 AAM Annual Meeting
May 13-17, 2007, Chicago

Museum Assessment
Program (MAP)
Streamlined

Through a new cooperative agreement
between the Institute of Museum and
Library Services and AAM, MAP just got
easier! Here’s what's new:

e Museums with budgets of $125,000 or
less participate for FREE

« To be eligible, museums need only be
open 9o days a year instead of 120

« Participants do not receive grants.
However, AAM covers all Surveyor
travel costs (up to $850) and honoraria.

e One application instead of two

e Applicants hear results within three
months instead of six

« New deadline: February 15, 2006

For an application or more informa-
tion visit www.aam-us.org/map, call
202/289.9118, or e-mail map@aam-us.org.

Did You Know...?

» There are 930 peer reviewers

e In 2005, they conducted 101 MAP
assessments and 72 Accreditation visits

* Over 40% of peer reviewers are
museum directors

« Over 20% serve as both MAP and
Accreditation peer reviewers

PEER REVIEW ROLES

MAP Surveyors
B Accreditation Visiting Committee
Members

Both (peer reviewers who conduct
MAP and Accreditation visits)



