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 AAM Annual Condition of Museums in the 
Economy 2011 survey: 71% of museums reported 
economic stress ranging from moderate (39%) to 
severe (14%) to very severe (18%) 

  The 2005 Heritage Health Index warns millions of 
objects held by US museums and historical societies 
are at risk from poor storage conditions as well as 
inadequate staffing and disaster planning 

  The 2009 TDC white paper “Building a Sustainable 
Future for History Museums” finds that significantly 
increased performance expectations, coupled 
with particularly high capital costs for maintaining 
collections and buildings, have set up many 
institutions for failure  

The State of the Field 



A 2008 Nonprofit Quarterly article 
predicts four possible futures for the 
nonprofit sector: 

1. The Rescue Fantasy: angel donors save us all 
(unlikely) 

2. A Withering Winterland: nonprofits trim 
themselves to starvation levels (probable) 

3. An Arbitrary Winnowing: the large, rich nonprofits 
and the tiny, hand-to-mouth nonprofits survive; the 
mid-sized ones disappear (most likely) 

4. Transformation: nonprofits reinvent themselves 
through collective action (possible if we work for 
it) 

“Four Futures,” Paul Light, http://www.nonprofitquarterly.org/content/view/806/  



Museum Reform in Denmark 
and Norway 

worldatlas.com 



The State of US  
Museum Mergers 

  Isolated incidents of full-fledged mergers 

 Clusters of museums sharing some functions but 
maintaining separate identities 

  Some local foundations have begun 
encouraging mergers 



Session Goal #1 



The Artist in His Museum 
Charles Wilson Peale, 1822 
PA Academy of the Fine Arts 

Session Goal #2 

~The Peale Barnum Museum~ 



This is a safe 
space. 



Ground Rules 
 Keep an open mind 

 Make your comments brief and 
constructive 

 Think big (impact on whole system, not 
individual institution) 

 Think healthy (how can we thrive, not just 
survive?) 



Meet Ole Winther 



Is there something rotten 
in the State of Denmark? 

Museum Mergers in Denmark 



A few facts on Danish Museums #1 

7 state-owned museums 
(managed by the state) 

111 state-subsidized museums 
   
 20 with a regional or national 
responsibility (primarily 
managed by the state, but in 
a formal partnership with the 
local municipality) 

 91 with a local responsibility 
(primarily managed by local 
municipality) 



$$$$ 

Total annual museum income 
from all sources:  

4 billion DKR(700 million USD) 

Visitors 

Approx. 10 million visitors per year  

A few facts on Danish museums #2 



Structural trends 

>  Mergers and larger museums 

>  Development of a new role for 
museums in society 

>  Public and political debate on 
 sustainability – financially AND 
academically 

>  Higher quality on basic areas  

>  Partnerships on teaching and research 

>  Joint venture on certain areas 
  - i.e. storage facilities  



Strukturudvikling 

      
 2006 

    State owned 
and 

   subsidized 
museums 

170 state-subsidized 
museums 



Strukturudvikling 
2012 

Merged museums 

Future mergers 

111 state-subsidized 
museums 



Strukturudvikling 
2025? 

X 



A new reform of the Danish public sector 
was introduced on January 1, 2007 

>  271 local authority districts  
(pop. approx. 19,000) were  
reduced to 98 (pop. approx.
55,000). 

>  13 county authorities were 
abolished. They were replaced 
by 5 regions, whose only job is 
to manage the hospitals. 

>  Major changes in the 
distribution of tasks between 
central government, regions 
and local authorities. 



The Museum Act 

§2: Through collecting, registrating, preserving, researching 
and disseminating the museums shall 

i)   work to safeguard Denmark’s cultural and  
 natural heritage 

ii)   illuminate cultural, natural and art history 

iii)   enhance the collections and documentation  
 within their respective areas of responsibility, 

iv)  make the collections and documentation  
 accessible to the general public, and 

v)   make the collections and documentation  
 accessible for research, and communicate the  
 results of such research. 



Three Museum Acts 

1958:  Defines the need for local history museums that can 
 focus on Danish history and make parallels from the  past 
 to post-war Denmark 

1976:  Introduction of regional museums and inclusion of art 
 museums in the act. 

2001:  National focus – a specific definition of the workfield and 
 inclusion of the natural history museums. 

2012: 



Towards a new museums act 

>  What role does a museum play in the 21st century? 

>  When is a museum sustainable? 
     
>  Demand for higher quality 

>  Partnerships in core parts of the museum field 

>  Joint ventures 

!!!!  The recognition of the fact that a museum is a democratic 
 institution established by the community and not for the 
 community 



The new world of museums in 
Denmark 

>  18 recommendations – all cost neutral  

>  An increase in the basic funding (from the state) to at least 
525,000 USD per year per museum 

>  The creation of a new aggregated and strategic fund that 
replaces the more than 20 funds we have had until now.  

The annual budget is between 3.5-4.5 million USD a year.  

>  Increased use of accreditations 



Responses and Reactions 



And where to now? 
#1 
Museums must always focus on being for someone rather than 
being about something! 

#2 
Museums must not just collect and preserve. Museums are a vital 
part of society and must take it upon themselves to play an active 
part in the development of society. Therefore we must not be afraid 
to raise our voices and deal with difficult questions and subjects. 

#3 
There will never be two identical museums. We all have different 
positions – and can make different decisions. 

Focus on that and use the differences to make a new strong 
institution that can offer stronger value to users. 





Topics to Discuss 
1.  What are you thinking about all of this 

2.  Stakeholders with a vested interest 

3.  Arguments against mergers and how they 
might be neutralized 

4.  Things that need to happen in order for the 
field to embrace proactive mergers 

5.  Concrete steps for moving forward 



Ground Rules 
 Keep an open mind 

 Make your comments brief and 
constructive 

 Think big (impact on whole system, not 
individual institution) 

 Think healthy (how can we thrive, not just 
survive?) 



What are you thinking about 
All of This 

? 



Stakeholders with a Vested 
Interest 

  Board 

  Executive director 

 Museum staff 

 Volunteers 

 Community 

 Government 

 Cultural tourism 



Arguments against Mergers and 
How They Might Be Neutralized 

  Museums will lose their identities (Does identity matter if 
you aren’t healthy enough to fulfill your mission?) 

  Board members are territorial (No responsible board 
member in 2012 should be satisfied with the status quo) 

  Executive directors don’t want to lose their jobs 
(Institutional stability is an amazing legacy) 

  Communities will fight mergers (Maybe they need to 
see what we can do when we’re thriving) 

  You can’t merge museums that have very different 
collections/missions (That shouldn’t stop us from 
merging the ones that do make sense) 

  The government can’t step in here the way it did in 
Denmark (Maybe major foundations can instead) 



Things that Need to Happen 
for the Field to Embrace 
Proactive Mergers 

  Funding to help institutions make the transition 

 Neutral leaders to set the ball rolling 

  Studies/analysis of data 

 National/regional professional associations buy in 

  Stakeholder buy-in 

 A communication strategy 

  Transparency 



Concrete Steps for Moving 
Forward 

  Further consciousness-raising to create a more 
positive perception of mergers 

  Teach proactive merging in museum studies 
programs 

 Approach major museum funders about possibly 
supporting a merger initiative 

 Create a clearinghouse for resources/information 

  Identify a neutral party to broker mergers 



Next Steps for Each of You 

 Write down any last comments/questions for us 
before you leave the session 

 Check raineytisdale.com (museum mergers tab) 
for all the notes from this session 

  Talk to your colleagues back home 

  If you represent a regional museum association, 
continue this conversation at your next 
conference 

  Contact us: 
Rainey Tisdale, raineytisdale@gmail.com 
Marieke Van Damme, marieke@bostonhistory.org 
Ole Winther, ole@kulturstyrelsen.dk 

  Be the change you want to see in the museum 
field 


