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Began my museum career on the original exhibit team that opened the new Childrenôs 

Museum in Indianapolis- then and now the largest one in the world.

Yes, even the largest childrenôs museum in the world 

was once a dream just like yours.



In the past 20 years, I have worked for and

with many museums to bring to life a new or 

enlarged museum in their community.



McLean County Childrenõs Discovery Museum

Preview Museum in Mall Location

Grass roots effort with 7 volunteersé6 years of 

planningéopened for 1 year 2 PT staff and 

volunteerséMarch 1994 to March 1995



Childrenôs Discovery MuseuméClosing Day, September 2004

Open for 9 yearségrew to 3 FT staff and 10 PT staffé40,000 

annual visitorsé

rented facilityéleaky roof and bad HVACéno ongoing funding 

stream except earned revenueéneeded to move to be able to 

growé.



Childrenõs Discovery Museum ðTown of Normal

Opened ðNovember 2004

Public Museum (Town built and owned)é10 FT, 30 PT 

staffé35,000SFé130,000 annual visitorsé$1 mil+ budget



Ã Where are you?

ÄGetting out the Map

ÄStarting the Engine

ÄSo close you can see it.

ÃòNever doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world; indeed, itõs 
the only thing that ever does.ó

Margaret Mead



Ã WHY???

Ã Puzzle Activity

ÄShared Vision

ÄClarity of Vision



Ã A Vision

Ã Your Team

Ã Market Research

ÃLearning about Childrenõs Museums



Steps to Build the foundation  

1. Turn your initial idea into assumptions.

2. Get the best possible team together to make it 

happen.

3. Do your market research, analyze & compare to 

other museums.

4. Learn the basics about childrenôs museums: 

how children learn, the childrenôs museum industry, 

other museums. 



Define Your Museum: 

Starting Assumptions

The answers to 10 basic 

questions can form the 

basis for your initial 

assumptions.  They will 

evolve over time to define 

your museum.

You know you want to start a childrenôs museum. What 

assumptions have you already made about your future 

museum?  



1. How big will your museum be?  

2. Where will it be located?

3. How many visitors do you expect?

4. What will be the target age range?

5. How will your museum be organized & governed?  

6. What kinds of exhibits and programs will visitors     

experience in your museum? 

7. What will make your childrenôs museum unique?

8. How will your museum look and feel?

9. When do you hope to open your museum?

10. How much will your dream museum cost?

Assumptions Turn Ideas Into Options



Non-Profit vs For Profit

While only 2% of ACM members are For Profit, they are a growing trend.  

In my experience most donôt join ACM.  The Garden State Discovery 

Museum is a very successful for-profit, but it is a riskier route to take.  

Quicker to start up using owners funds or loans, without community 

support, the failure rate of these for-profits is fairly high.  

The only museum Mindsplash has helped found that no longer exists 

was for-profit.  Sprout Studio in Knoxville, TN, had over 70,000 visitors 

the first year, but closed because of a dispute between the owners.  

Many call themselves play centers, with 

an emphasis on gross motor or pretend 

play, but without the depth of 

experiences in a childrenôs museum.  

Museums need to be aware of this 

trend and strive to provide different 

experiences with a strong educational 

base.



First Who, then What



Put the right people on the bus 

before you start down the road. 

1. Very passionate people who are dedicated to doing 

ñwhatever it takesò.

2.   People with diverse skills and backgrounds.

3.   People with specific expertise and experience that will 

be   needed as you go forward.  At first you may only 

have a few of these roles covered:  

Education, Early Childhood, Finance, Marketing, 

Computers, Art, Legal, Construction, Parents of young 

children, Small business owners

4.   People from as wide a geographic area as possible.



We cannot stress 

enough how important 

it is to have the right 

people on your team.  



Marketing Research: Get the Facts

1. Use demographics to determine if your community can support a childrenôs 

museum?  What scope/ size ?

2. Evaluate the offerings in other family oriented facilities, both non-profit and for 

profit, in your marketing radius to determine competition, and what specific offerings 

are not currently available to families or specific ages of children.  

3. Identify industries, physical characteristics and other unique features of your 

city or region that could be expressed in your exhibits and programs and would 

resonate with visitors.  

4. Identify local resources, including other institutions, that might aid you in your 

effort to open a childrenôs museums.  (Colleges, schools, Head Start, hospitals, 

other NFP child oriented institutions.)  

5. Use other childrenôs museums and ACM resources to compare your collected 

information with other childrenôs museums to test your assumptions.



Demographics = Potential Visitors

Determine Population Density

Your primary market area is a 15 mile radius around your location.  

Your secondary market area extends to a 25 mile radius from your 

location.  Information about your population is available through on 

line sources and local government tourism bureaus.  Future 

population growth trends, number of children, education and income 

are also important.How to use these numbers 

While some marketing firms use % of saturation as a measure, this 

isnôt as reliable for childrenôs museums who often have repeat 

visitors.  Use  ACM metrics and other museum references to see 

whether other childrenôs museums have been successful in similar 

demographic areas.  (The recent  ACM metrics provide excellent 

referent information about many aspects of current childrenôs 

museums.)

The physical size of your museum will also affect visitors numbers.  

No matter how big your population draw, a small facility has space for 

fewer visitors daily.



COMPARABLE MUSEUM LOCATION MSA POPULATION MUSEUM SIZE (SQ FT)
EXHIBIT SPACE (SQ 

FT)
ATTENDANCE

ANNUAL VISITORS PER 
SQ. FT.

Cape Cod Children's Museum Mashpee, MA 222,000 8,000 6,400 50,545 7.9

Children's Museum of Portsmouth Portsmouth, NH 239,000 6,800 5,800 63,618 11.0

Children's Museum of South 
Carolina

Myrtle Beach, SC 196,000 7,900 6,600 42,000 6.4

Children's Museum of Southeastern 
CT

Niantic, CT 293,000 4,500 3,500 56,461 16.1

Children's Museum of the Shoals Florence, AL 142,945 5,100 4,400 47,417 10.8

Children's Museum ofGreen Bay Green Bay, WI 226,770 12,000 9,000 54,000 6.0

Duluth Children's Museum Duluth, MN 243,000 7,500 6,500 63,618 9.8

Hands On House of Lancaster Lancaster, PA 470,658 7,300 6,300 69,362 11.0

Junior Museum of Bay County Panama City, FL 148,158 8,000 7,000 42,044 6.0

Playspace Children's Museum Raleigh, NC 276,093 7,800 4,300 91,161 21.2

Sante Fe Children's Museum Sante Fe, NM 147,645 9,000 5,000 72,000 14.4

Virginia Discovery Museum Charlotssville, VA 159,576 10,000 4,000 54,000 13.5

Dallas Children's Museum Dallas, Texas 1,188,000 7,500 5,000 80,000 16.0

TOTALS 3,952,845 101,400 73,800 786,226 150.0

Referent Museums' Average 304,065 7,800 5,677 60,478 12.5

The Wonder Place (proposed) Little Rock, AR 612,000 7,000 5,700 50,000 8.8

NOTE: Data compiled from the ACM Directory, 2004 -5, and 2005 suplement .  MSA Population Data from US Census, 2000

Sample Population Comparison



Learn the Basics: Do your Homework!

One important step too assure success is for your whole 

team to gain understanding of the field you are entering.

Read and collect articles about how 

children learn, the importance of self-

directed learning and play, and the 

educational basis for experiences in 

childrenôs museums.

Visit and talk to other museums,  ask 

questions on ChildMus, use ACMôs 

resources. 

With this background, you will be able to make informed 

choices about the road you will follow.



First things First ðSetting the Goal

Getting out the Map and Determining your 

Destinationé

Ã Mission Statement

ÄWhy you exist

ÄWhat you do

ÄMeasuring stick for all decisions



Why is it important???
Ã Everyone headed to the same destination

Ã Everyone using the same map, even if not the same 

route to get there.

Ã Minimize detours and potholes

Ã May find shortcuts???



The Doõs of Mission Statement Development

1. Keep it concise

2. Questions to answeré

1. What can you be the best at?

2. What are you deeply passionate about?

3. What will drive your Museum? 

Best Passion

Driver



The Donõts of  Mission Statement Development

1. Too long ð10 words or less if possible

Ä Everyone should be able to memorize and restate it.

2. Too constraining

Ä Allow for creativity of thought

Ä Allow for a change of direction

3. Donõt copy someone elseõs because you like the 

sound of it.



Mission StatementséLetõs critique

Ã to educate the general public on the history of the people of  xxx  
County by operating museums and libraries which provide 
exhibits, public programs and research collections; to develop 
publications; and to acquire and preserve collections which reflect 
the diversity of xxx County.

Ã dedication to the highest quality of Customer Service delivered 
with a sense of warmth, friendliness, individual pride, and 
Company Spirit. 

Ã To create extraordinary learning experiences that have the power 
to transform the lives of children and families.

Ã to create a community where play and learning connect. 



1st Mission Statement

To provide the McLean County area (limiting) with a hands-
on learning environment (limiting again) where children 

and families can explore and make discoveries designed to 
stimulate imagination, curiosity and self confidence.

Changed to

Nurture the love of learningé

To todayõs

òWe inspire the love of learning, through the power of play.ó



Ã Everyone involved

ÄKnow it

ÄBelieve it

ÄLive it

ÄMemorize

Ã Reference point for ALL decisions

Ã Put it everywhere ðCase statement, brochures, 

website, staff shirtsé Where else?

Ã Review it annually, but only change it when truly 

necessary ðWhy change???



You Believe

Youõve Done your Research

You Know your Destination

Whatõs Next



Feasibility Stage- Time to find outé

Ã Community thoughts about the project

ÄFavorable and Unfavorable

Ã Answers for moving forward

ÄHow much can you raise $$$$$$$

ÄPotential donors

ÄLocation preferences

ÄRecommendations for Proposed goal and campaign 
strategies

ÄSuggested Gift pyramid

ÄSuggested Timelines





Ã To show you have a well thought out plan that 

will provide answers.

Ã To show you have a well thought out plan that 

proves you have been engaged in disciplined 

thought and will take disciplined action.

Ã To show you have a well thought out plan to gain 

buy in from your community leaders ðboth public 

officials and business leaders.



Plan the Work ðWork the Plan



Ã Information on both: 

Capital needs and Operation needs

Ã A well written Case Statement ðThe WHY

Ã Exhibit Master Plan ðTHE WHAT and THE WOW

Ã A basic Business Plan ðThe HOW



What should it do?

Ã Should emphasize the difference this Childrenõs Museum will make 
in the world

Ä Impact on visitor

Ä Impact on community

Ã Should stress why is it important that this Childrenõs Museum exist

Ä Community needs assessment ðEconomic Development; educational 
resource; early childhood development center; tourism

Ã Will solidify the official òwhat we are and why we are importantó 
statements- everyone is telling the same story and has the same 
understanding of what this museum will be and why it is important.



1. Needs Statement and impact this will have on that need.

2. Mission Documents:

1. The Mission Statement

2. Vision Statement

3. Core Values etc. 

3. Background on what you have done to date 

1. History 

2. Accomplishments

4. Vision for the Future ðpaint the picture, tell the story

5. Goals and Objectives ðOutline what you know 

1. where you want to be

2. what you want to build

3. talk about your dreams, etc.  

6. Strategies and Tasks 

1. Capital campaign plans

2. Funding you might be aware of

3. Successes from other museums, etc.

7. Who is involved - Board, committee members and staff if any



Exhibit & Program Master Planning is 

Key to a Successful New Museum



Good Planning is how you can go from 

ideas to this conceptual vision



And achieve this!



Childrenôs Museums offer hands-on exhibits 

covering a wide variety of topics that allow 

children to learn through self discovery.

A museumôs 

collection of 

interactive 

exhibits is unique 

to the museum 

and its 

community.



Two types of exhibits make up the exhibit 

landscape in a museum.

Å MACRO Exhibits:  These are the large, showy exhibits and 

facades that motivate visitors to walk into an exhibit area.   

Visually interesting, they often lack  engaging experiences unless 

they are accompanied by exhibits with layered learning. 

Å MICRO Exhibits:  Exhibits that are designed to encourage 

children to spend more time, through multiple outcome, multi-

modal, child directed learning experiences.   These are usually 

smaller exhibits, often with smaller parts, pieces that can engage 

children of multiple ages for longer periods of time. 

Å

Ideally, each exhibit area has a combination of both types of 

exhibits for a rich learning environment.



The Importance of 

Exhibit and Program Master Planning

Your exhibit and program plan, along 

with your mission, will form the basis for 

all else you do on this journey to fulfill 

your dream.  It is key to attracting and 

sustaining the community and funders 

for your new museum.

It is important to take the time to plan 

carefully to define your new museum to 

yourself and others.



When you open your Exhibits and Programs are 

your museumôs mission in action 

Å Exhibits and programs are the ñproductsò, the visitor 

experience, of a childrenôs museum. 

Å The content, range, quality, and quantity of your exhibit and 

programs are why visitors pay to come and why they come 

back again and again.  

Å The exhibit and programs you plan will define the nature of 

your new museum - what it will be. They are what will make you 

unique and form your ñbrandò.



Assemble 

your exhibits 

team, set a 

rigorous 

schedule, 

visit other 

museums, 

and begin to 

plan.


