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The Great Sustainability Challenge:

How Visitor Studies Can Save

Cultural Institutions in the

21st Century
by Alan J. Friedman1

(1) Consultant, Museum Development and Communication, New York, USA

ABSTRACT
Sustainability will be the great challenge for many cultural institutions in the first

quarter of the 21st Century. Changing patterns of government, corporate, and individual
support, new demographics, and new ways of creating, preserving, and sharing infor-
mation are all challenging the sustainability of museums and other cultural institutions.
In 2001 a meeting of science museum leaders in Bristol identified 3 distinct but inter-
acting dimensions to sustainability: financial, intellectual, and social. Financial crises
are the most obvious threats to the survival of institutions, but intellectual and social
weaknesses can be equally dangerous and can make a temporary financial problem fatal.
Visitor studies have the potential to provide crucial understandings that cultural institu-
tions will need to build new, more sustainable models than the ones which served the
previous century.

INTRODUCTION
What keeps some museum directors awake at night? Many issues come and go, but one

has been continuously and increasingly worrisome: sustainability. Does the enterprise
have long-term viability?

Some informal learning institutions have actually failed. Baltimore’s Columbus Cen-
ter, despite a $100 million initial investment, went out of existence, although the re-
search activity which it was to present for the public continues (Rath, 1998). Colorado’s
Ocean Journey aquarium, again despite nearly $100 million in initial capital, went into
bankruptcy and was purchased by Landry’s seafood restaurant (which has, to its credit,
continued exhibits and education programs, and retained accreditation as an aquarium;
Minton, 2003). The New York Hall of Science (where I later became Director) disbanded
in the late 1970s and was not reopened until 1986 as a very different organization.
Some highly regarded institutions have had life-threatening problems but have come
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through them (e.g., the Franklin Institute, the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry,
NewMetropolis [NEMO]), and there are ongoing concerns about a few of the Millennium
Commission-initiated institutions created in the United Kingdom in 2000.

Equally worrisome have been concerns that some science centers, experiencing an
urgent need to increase earned revenue and reduce expenses, have become more like
entertainment centers than museums, with science-free big-screen films and exhibitions
remembered most for their flashing lights and loud sounds. In 2005, Cornelia Dean
reported in the New York Times that a number of science museums declined to show
a film that mentioned evolution, not because the museums disagreed with the science
content, but because they were afraid that revenues would be decreased by offending
those who reject that keystone of contemporary science (Dean, 2005).

Examples like these have led many informal science leaders to believe that the sus-
tainability of their missions will be the great challenge for many cultural institutions
in the first quarter of the 21st Century. Changing patterns of government, corporate,
and individual support, new demographics, and new ways of creating, preserving, and
sharing information are all challenging the sustainability of museums and other cultural
institutions (Friedman, 2007).

In June 2001, Sir Neil Cossons, former director of the Ironbridge Museum and of the
Science Museum in London, called together nine other science museum leaders (see the
appendix) to talk about what keeps them all up at night.

The group spent three days in Bristol, England, exploring the challenge of sustainabil-
ity, how to analyze its structure, and where to look for solutions. It was an exciting and
thoughtful meeting, and they came up with some useful ways to look at the issue. Al-
though this analysis was based on the group’s experiences in science centers and science
museums, I believe from my discussions with colleagues in art and history museums,
living collections, and other types of cultural institutions that the concepts discussed
here may have broad utility for cultural organizations.

Here is what that meeting concluded: Sustainability is not just a matter of money,
although lack of money is often the first symptom and the final straw of a sustainability
crisis. The Bristol participants came to agree that there are actually three distinct but
related aspects of sustainability, and all three are crucial. The three dimensions of
sustainability1 are financial, intellectual, and social.

Financial sustainability is, at least on the surface, straightforward. Does income equal
or exceed expenses, and is there enough capital reserve to sustain occasional unexpected
costs? These parameters are fairly easy to measure. Annual operating deficits for several
years in a row, or debt service on capital project loans taking an increasing bite out
of operating funds, or an auditor’s questioning if the institution is a going concern in

1After this article was written Mary Ellen Munley pointed out to me that Mark Moore’s analysis of sustain-
ability for government agencies (Moore, 1995) also identified three dimensions of sustainability. Comparing
Moore’s analysis with the one here is instructive and demonstrates significant variances between critical issues
for cultural institutions and those for government agencies. Moore’s dimensions are different from the ones in
this article in part because most government functions have complex, overlapping command structures, in con-
trast to the simple hierarchical structure of museums and most cultural organizations. In addition, government
agencies have single or narrowly limited possible sources of funds, whereas cultural organizations typically
have a broad multiplicity of funding sources.

4 Visitor Studies, 10(1), April 2007



The Great Sustainability Challenge

Three Dimensions of Sustainability for Cultural Institutions.

the annual financial statement are three obvious indications of challenges to financial
sustainability. But even if the audit is clean, a serious problem may be that financial
health is being secured at the expense of the other two dimensions of sustainability, a
situation that can turn sour quickly if a serious problem should arise, even temporarily,
with the financial picture.

Intellectual sustainability involves the institution’s immersion in the field it treats. Is
staff current in the thinking of the field, responding to new issues and ideas, and con-
tributing to the advancement of the field? Is there a sense of engagement on the part of
the trustees, staff, and stakeholders with the intellectual challenges and delights of sci-
ence, art, history, or whatever the chosen endeavors involve? Weaknesses in intellectual
sustainability are more difficult to quantify and easier to ignore, at least for a while, than
are financial sustainability weaknesses. Cutting curatorial and other intellectual capital
staff while retaining or increasing other positions, reducing the number of publications
or new internally generated exhibitions and programs, and decreasing staff travel to
professional meetings are all warning signs. Difficulty recruiting department heads and
senior officers, low levels of participation in professional organizations, and outdated
exhibitions and education programs are often the result of falling intellectual capacity.

Social sustainability is determined by the situation of the organization within the
broader society, which contains its audience, funders, colleagues, and other stakehold-
ers. An institution with strong social sustainability is one so deeply embedded, even
loved, within its community that the community would find it unimaginable for the insti-
tution to fail. One measure of social sustainability in the United States in recent years
has occurred when institutions have sought voter approval for bond issues to support
museum development. The results of these votes have often been surprising to the insti-
tutions. Some large bond issues have passed easily, suggesting a deep well of community
appreciation, whereas others have gone down to crushing defeats for reasons that are
often difficult to determine.

Financial crises were the immediate threat to the institutions I cited at the beginning
of this article, but intellectual and social weaknesses can be equally dangerous and
can make a temporary financial problem fatal (Gurian, 1995). For each dimension of
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sustainability there is a need to describe what sustainability looks like, devise objective
assessment tools, and establish an ongoing program of measurement and corrective
actions as needed. Visitor studies have the potential to provide crucial understandings of
these tasks, which cultural institutions need to undertake to build new, more sustainable
models than the ones which served the previous century.

ACHIEVING FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
The challenges to financial sustainability have been building over the past century. Al-

though the earliest museums were supported largely by royal or government patronage,
these sources have been in steady decline as a percentage of total operating budgets,
worldwide. In the United States, corporate support filled much of the gap in the second
half of the 20th century, but this source too has been in decline as corporate support has
shifted from corporation-supported foundations to corporate marketing departments,
which look for the kind of direct return on investment that museums can rarely demon-
strate. Whereas overall support for new exhibitions, education programs, and capital
projects has remained strong in most cases, the sharp decline in unrestricted general
operating support has become a major concern.

To meet the need for unrestricted support, most science centers have pushed to
dramatically increase earned revenue, in some cases reaching as high as 85% of total
budget. But not every institution has been able to do so, and many of those that have
done so have admitted (at least in private) to compromising the other two dimensions of
sustainability. Intellectual sustainability damage can be seen when large-screen theaters
decline films with good content because they may not draw well, but present films with
little or no mission-related content, even inaccurate content, but which offer a better
likelihood of generating large revenues. I was a guest at a discussion when just such a
decision was made, painfully, by a major science center with cash flow problems. Similar
decisions are being made in selecting traveling exhibitions.

Aspects of social sustainability suffer when admission prices are raised beyond the
means of ever-larger segments of the population. Twenty-dollar general admission fees
are no longer uncommon, with additional fees for large-screen films, traveling exhibitions,
ride simulators, and parking, so that a family of four might have to budget $100 for a
day at the museum. With rising fees, marketing and outreach are targeted at higher
income zip codes to maximize earned revenue per dollar of advertising expense. It is
certainly possible for an institution to survive for a very long time with only a small
segment of the population as its constituency (I’ve heard that some art museums and
performing arts organizations have done so for a century or more), but nearly every
cultural organization today declares its intention to reach deeply into all areas of the
population.

There are no simple answers to achieving financial sustainability. Commercial en-
terprises obviously can survive on earned revenue alone, but their missions are very
different from non-profit cultural institutions, and so are the measures they are prepared
to take to generate earned revenue. A large endowment well invested certainly seems to
be an answer. However very few science museums and centers, and smaller arts organi-
zations, have such an endowment or have any chance of building one in the near term.
Endowments typically come after generations of patrons, and after the institution has
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demonstrated beyond doubt that it will go on in perpetuity and can manage an endow-
ment as well as the donor could. Harvard University had an endowment of $26 billion in
2005, earning a 19.2% return, but that did not alleviate the university’s need to continue
vigorous annual fundraising and announce a $400 million campaign.

More practical approaches to financial sustainability for cultural institutions like sci-
ence centers and museums will be found in greater sophistication in financial planning
and analysis. Few science museums know the full cost or the ultimate revenue generated
by any given function, because the books are just not kept in a manner to allocate money
across the totality of institutional revenues and expenses. Of course non-profits will
properly choose to do many things that result in deficit, but knowing just which functions
produce the largest deficits and which produce the least or even generate net revenue
would allow optimization in the choices we make. More self-discipline, particularly when
expenses for a new project or capital expansion run over estimates (don’t they always?)
may also be a key.

It is also possible to challenge the assumptions I’ve described here. Perhaps Landry’s
Downtown Aquarium in Denver, a for-profit enterprise which has nevertheless at-
tained Association of Zoos and Aquariums accreditation, and the International Spy
Museum in Washington, DC, demonstrated that an all-earned revenue cultural insti-
tution can be financially sustainable. Another possibility is to reverse the decline in
government patronage for general operating support, as Elaine Gurian suggested in
her provocative article, “Free at Last," which compares museums to libraries (Gurian,
2005).

ACHIEVING INTELLECTUAL SUSTAINABILITY
Achieving financial sustainability can distract attention from the other forms of sus-

tainability: boards and senior staff consumed with cost-cutting, revenue generation, and
capital campaigns, may have less energy for thinking about quality, mission, innova-
tion, and advancing the field. But more directly, there is loss of intellectual focus and
leadership when the strategic plans, vision, and mission constantly change to suit this
year’s funders’ interests, or fads in popular culture. I’ve heard this called “opportunism
run amok." The result can be an institution with no intellectual pretensions at all; sim-
ply a venue for showing popular traveling exhibits and films, preferably with celebrity
characters, and no in-house capacity to create, innovate, or advance the field through
research, evaluation, or experimentation. Although thinking about revenue generation
may itself be intellectually challenging and cutting edge, revenue generation is not the
core mission of any non-profit organization.

If we are not being critical thinkers about our core subject matter, our profession,
and our culture, we run the very real risk of becoming exhibitors in the sense that movie
theaters are exhibitors, showing whatever film the corporate headquarters think will
make people happy and willing to pay for the tickets and popcorn.

Intellectual activity around the core mission nourishes the mind, not only of the mu-
seum trustees, funders, and staff, but of its visitors as well, who can be researchers as well
as beneficiaries when they participate in surveys, evaluations of prototype exhibitions,
or “citizen science" projects. If we don’t have enough in-house intellectual resources to
undertake research, evaluation, and innovation, we can find partners—universities are
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set up to do research and they conduct some research away from their campuses. There
are models of such partnerships, most funded by the National Science Foundation (NSF)
and including the new nanoscience consortium and the Center for Informal Learning
and Schools, which demonstrate that museums can form alliances that keep everybody
engaged in rigorous intellectual pursuits.

The benefits of these activities flow to both financial and social sustainability chal-
lenges. Many science museums of all sizes, including the Lawrence Hall of Science,
Exploratorium, Museum of Science (Boston), North Carolina Museum of Life and Sci-
ence, New York Hall of Science, and Montshire Museum of Science have won a steady
stream of NSF, NIH, Institute of Museum and Library Services and private foundation
grants over the years. These funds have supported new exhibitions and programs, con-
tributed to general operating support through indirect costs, and provided levels of
freshness and excitement that attract visitors, talented new staff members, and other
funders.

ACHIEVING SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY
Social sustainability is the most difficult to measure and to change. As defined above,

it involves the perceptions of the broader community about the institution, and how
strongly that community supports the organization, in good times and bad.

In New York City we have a measure of this support every year. In January the Mayor
announced his preliminary executive budget, which always includes deep cuts in support
for parks, cultural organizations, and libraries. All mayors have done this for decades,
regardless of party, and it is part of an ongoing “budget dance" with the legislative
branch of city government. Libraries can count on a public outcry when they discuss
how hours at branch libraries will be reduced. But when museums announce that they
will have to reduce hours, close galleries, and cancel traveling exhibitions, there is
little public attention. Most, but not all years, these services are all restored in final
budget negotiations in June. In the meantime, the difference in community awareness
and concern between libraries and the rest of the potential funding losers is painfully
evident.

Elaine Gurian has argued passionately that museums, like libraries, should be free to
all for a host of reasons. There are a few museums that charge no general admission,
such as the Smithsonian Institution’s museums in Washington (although as one staffer
quipped, “you pay your admission fee every year on April 15"). Do these museums enjoy
greater social sustainability because of this policy? The percentage of science museums
with free admissions is too small to generalize, but the proposition is one that must be
examined.

Is helping the schools the way to build social sustainability? Certainly improving sci-
ence education has been a constant theme in most science center promotional literature,
and science centers and museums do play major roles in professional development for
science teachers. But I suspect most members of the community believe that schools, not
museums, must have the primary responsibility for education, and that partners includ-
ing museums will always be second priority. Personally I believe that learning outside
of the formal classroom is a separate channel of education, vitally important and wor-
thy of equal attention to formal education. Regarding informal education as principally
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enrichment to formal education dangerously devalues the informal channel. But convinc-
ing the broader community of this will be a long time in coming.

So how do we recognize and build social sustainability? I’ll describe two New York
experiences that I believe suggest ways forward. The first is a 20-year old program at the
institution I used to direct, the New York Hall of Science. One of the challenges we faced
when we reopened in 1986 was engaging the community, in order to build audience and
to build political support for that annual battle, the budget dance. City funding comprised
50% of our operating budget at the time, and although it has fallen steadily to 15% or
so in recent years because of increases in other sources of income, it has always been
crucial to the unrestricted portion of the budget.

One crucial factor in understanding New York City communities is the extraordinary
diversity of the area. Queens County, where the Hall of Science resides, has two million
residents and is the most diverse county in the United States. Hundreds of languages are
spoken in Queens, and the mix of immigration varies continuously, and has done so for
over a hundred years. So building broad social sustainability within our core community
meant finding a way to become recognized and valued among hundreds of different
ethnic and socio-economic communities.

While the Hall of Science has experimented and continues to experiment with many
ways to achieve this sustainability, one program begun in 1986 has turned out to work
remarkably well. It is now called the Science Career Ladder (Siegel, 1998). The basic con-
cept is simple: the Hall recruits young people, mostly high school and college students, to
work as Explainers, the primary floor staff of the Hall. They are paid employees, working
up to half time, and receive continuous training. They can continue as employees until
they graduate from college. Some Explainers began in junior high and stay as employees
for six years. The more senior Explainers receive higher pay and greater responsibility,
and help train the newer Explainers.

The Science Career Ladder program seeks to build an Explainer corps that is repre-
sentative of the population at large. On a typical day, Explainers working on the floor will
collectively speak over a dozen languages, and many will be first- or second-generation
immigrants from Latin America, Eastern Europe, Asia, Africa, and the near East. One
hundred and fifty or more Explainers are on the payroll at any time, and there are now a
hundred more students in various feeder programs starting as early as middle school.

I believe this program deserves the primary credit for the Hall’s diverse audience.
Surveys repeated annually show that about 40% of the Hall’s public visitors are minorities
(not including school groups, which are 85% minorities). Without doubt the program
has also diversified the staff of the Hall (Gupta, 2003). Ninety percent of the Education
Department, which is the largest in the institution with 30 full-time employees, are former
Explainers, including the Vice President for Education, who began as a high school student
Explainer 17 years ago. Essentially all Explainers graduate from college, and over 60% of
the Explainer alumni over the years are now employed in careers in science, technology,
and education.

The second example in which I find heartening and convincing evidence that muse-
ums can achieve social sustainability grew out of a tragedy. In the summer of 1991, a
traffic accident claimed the life of a young man in Crown Heights, Brooklyn. In the days
that followed, the accident grew into a full-scale confrontation between two minority
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One of the 150 high school and college Explainers employed at any one time in the New York
Hall of Science. Credit: New York Hall of Science.

communities, and included a retaliatory killing, riots, and heavily armed police strug-
gling to restore order (Lee & Goldman, 1991).

A few weeks later, when things had cooled down enough to begin planning for social
rebuilding and reconciliation, the issue arose of where to hold the first meeting between
the two communities involved. It couldn’t be City Hall, because the Mayor was identified
more closely with one of the communities than the other. It couldn’t be Borough Hall
because the Borough President was similarly identified, with the opposite community.
The same split would occur choosing a religious institution. It couldn’t be an academic
institution because neither of these communities were strongly involved with higher
education or would feel particularly comfortable on a college campus.

After much discussion, a meeting place was announced; one that was familiar and
comfortable for both communities, and it was instantly accepted. It was the Brooklyn
Children’s Museum. That museum had a long tradition of interpreting the many cultures
of Brooklyn for each other, and for being welcoming to all. The meeting took place at the
Brooklyn Children’s Museum, with some shouting, but it was the beginning of the end
of the crisis. The Museum followed up with exhibitions designed to present the culture
of each of the two groups involved to the other and to the broader population (Lee &
Tabor, 1992). That story is the best example I know of social sustainability and how to
keep it.

THE ROLE OF VISITOR STUDIES IN THE GREAT SUSTAINABILITY CHALLENGE
For each of the three dimensions of sustainability, we need to assess continuously

where we are, and if we are becoming more or less sustainable in each dimension. We
need to devise measures for objective assessments, whether qualitative or quantitative.
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Cross-cultural programming at the Brooklyn Children’s Museum Credit. Brooklyn Children’s
Museum.

This data will be crucial in guiding the many choices cultural institutions must make every
day, in many areas including finance, exhibits, education, and beyond.

Without reliable assessments, it is much too easy to deceive ourselves. Assessing
our financial positions, at least in the near term, is easy, so the tendency is to focus
on financial sustainability without thinking much about what financial sustainability
decisions may be doing to intellectual or social sustainability.

The three dimensions interact, and changes to any one will affect the other two. It is
at the intersection of all three where maximum sustainability is to be found. This means
that achieving sustainability requires a constant rebalancing, a give and take, among
the sectors. While various departments of an organization will naturally work toward
improving the dimension for which they have the closest responsibility, the organization
leadership must help everyone, including the Board and staff, to focus on the net result.
And as one participant in the Bristol workshop pointed out, sustainability is not the same
as stability. Continuous evaluation and adjustments are needed.

Who will do these evaluations? Measuring social sustainability is the task most ob-
viously suited to people with the skills represented by the readers of this Journal and
professionals in organizations like the Visitor Studies Association. But those same skills
can also be used to devise measures of where we are in intellectual strength. And even
financial sustainability needs metrics, benchmarks, and understandings of the com-
plex, longer-term relationships between financial models and the other dimensions of
sustainability. So I see the sustainability challenge as a fruitful area for visitor studies
professionals to pursue with the cultural community at large. The stakes are high, as are
the rewards, for all of us.
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