Entrance Fee vs. Donation

Question:
The Pender Islands Museum will be opening this July. The Museum will serve a permanent population of some 2400 full time residents with the population swelling to 3000 to 4500 during summer months and long weekends throughout year. Majority of these "visitors" are cottage owners (aka "regular weekenders") and the relatives and friends of both the permanent residents and cottage owners. B&B, motel and resort guests account for some 300 visitors at peak periods. The Penders are mainly, therefore, a destination as compared to a pass-through pause for tourists.

We would appreciate the advice of fellow museums on the merits of an entry fee vs. voluntary donation for access to our Museum and, if a fee is charged, how much for a single or family rate is recommended?

Elizabeth Campbell, February 01, 2005.

The Pender Islands Museum Society 

Responses:

1. The Kelowna Museum put in a 'suggested donation' sign 11/2 years ago and we have seen an increase in the donations:

$5.00 / family

$2.00 / adult

$1.00 / child
Our current admission rates are as follows:

Adult: $5

Senior: $4

Post-secondary student (with presentation of valid student ID): $4

Youth (age 7 to 17): $3

Youth 6 and under: Free

We are looking at possibly moving to an admission by donation model, if we become a municipal organization. I can say, however, that there were special instances when we became ‘admission by donation’ (during exhibit installations, on special holidays and events, etc.) and we made as much revenue as we did when we were charging regular admission.

Jimi Galvao

Program and Design Coordinator, Whistler Museum & Archives
2. Generally, the amount of donations people put in the box is small compared to an admission fee. Many small community museums in Saskatchewan have gone over to charging a formal entrance fee, plus have a donation box. The fee runs $2-$5 per adult. Many offer free admission to members, etc. If you are using a donation box, make sure to salt it with a few bills to encourage people to donate.

Lee Boyko

Inquisitive Travel
3. Donation Boxes should be in clear view of a museum worker and secured both from unauthorized opening and from unauthorized removal.

Salting - I agree with Lee - a few bills, twonies and loonies. I would also tend to remove most pennies, nickels and dimes as these suggest that smaller donations are encouraged. Don't let it build up to be too much money or the temptation will grow for thieves! Choose a comfort limit (ex. $50 or $100) and check it at the end of the day. Consider emptying it at night along the lines of the open cash register drawers in stores to show that money has been removed - even if only to the safe.

Colin Macgregor Stevens

Curator, Burnaby Village Museum
4. BIG donation boxes work better than small ones, and a $20 bill begets more 20's. I like them at eye level, and found placing them by the guest book sign, if you have one, works well. Or, try the "in your face" approach, so they have to practically trip over it coming and going. It should be visible. Do make sure it is locked and nailed down!! I was thinking a more creative approach, like rigging up an old blender, or " bread box" with see through plexi, to catch attention would be sort of fun. We need a new one at our museum, so I have been trying to think "outside" the box, as it were. I also like the idea of being able to watch coins roll down a path of some sort... to make giving money away more game - like.

Gayle Cornish

Osoyoos Museum
5. Donations can be increased considerably from the mundane if one considers the path of entry and the expectations of the visitors as they approach. The higher the expectations, the higher the voluntary donations will be. Study the arrival route to see what modifications can enhance the idea of what your most valuable offerings are. Brighten people's spirits as they enter. Plant butterfly attracting flowers near your door! Try to see your place through the eyes of the first time visitor and make it as natural as possible for them to want to take out their wallets and empty them. There is a moment of fear when crossing the threshold into a new place, so easy to read messages and a clear view path are vital to avoiding confusion. To test it out, act out being a visitor and physically go through the motions as you enter. Make the money exchange part of creating a welcome.

Most people expect to pay something today, so don't be shy about it. Help them understand your needs. Post a sign about how much it really costs to run the place or how much per visitor it really costs. Of course, this will be impossible until you have been open for a while, but is a powerful strategy in helping visitors learn about the importance of their contributions. An easy to read sign with "Recommended Donation" values will set a standard better than "Admission by Donation."  As others have said here, salting the box with visible bills of a slightly higher denomination than normal will telegraph the message of what the standard is for everyone else, and since we are like sheep, we tend to follow the least embarrassing path of behaviour and copy others when possible.   However, don't be cheap if you want your visitors to be expansive. Make it a good pile of bills; make it look like you are worth a lot to everyone else who has come before. Let it

accumulate. The key to when to reduce the pile in the box is when visitors begin to suggest that there is a lot of money out there in the open, indicating their sense of unease.   Keep the pile just below that level. A fascinating and measurable phenomenon is that as the amount of money in the box increases, the denomination value also increases. The security issue depends entirely on the setting you are in.  Small museums in the country have considerable advantages. Keep daily records of how much you seed the box with (try variations), what the daily revenue is and how much comes in per visitor. You may see trends not only of seed money response, but also day of week patterns. Make the donation box especially accessible on the way out, or have a secondary box for the exit path. If you blow their socks off, they will be happy to add more money as they leave.

Expectations upon entry are always lower due to the risk factor of not being sure what the experience will be. Realistic donations happen on the way out.

Even if you decide to charge a fixed admission, make an exit donation box also easy to use. If you are a small museum and do not have a fixed business plan to implement at this point, perhaps you can test the water by allowing donations during your start-up year and then implement a realistic admission fee next year. Allow your users to participate in helping you decide on an appropriate admission structure by applying a friendly first time visitor survey. An opening year is an occasion to do something out of the ordinary.   Encourage both full time and weekend residents to think of it as their museum by asking them what they would like it to become. VFR (Visiting Friends and Relatives) tourism is an easy group to market with if the local folk feel a sense of participation or ambassadorship with your facility.

Cuyler Page

Heritage Interpretation Services
6. We've had great success with placing a motion activated "noise-maker" on the donation box at Richmond Nature Park. The box is "in your face" but the noise makes it a little awkward to slip past the box without acknowledging it (a little poke to their conscience). Currently, there is a croaking frog on the box. The kids love it and beg adults for money to put in it and it is keeping with the operation. The 'make-it-fun' idea works for our museum. We use a plexiglas container locked & bolted-down on top of an oak barrel. Right under the donation slot we have a decorative tin & it is endlessly amusing for adults & children both to get coins into the tin & the bills into the area around the tin (reminiscent of the early circus games). Donation-based entrance has always worked here, as the average contribution is $5. More importantly, we find that children will include the museum in their entertainment activities for loonies on their way to the park or the movies. Our guided tours range from $25.00 to tour & activities for $50.00.

Following the initiative of University campus cafeterias, we have added an additional donation box for Canadian Tire money that we have used for purchases such as security lights, batteries, etc.

Bee Jackson

Museum Manager/Curator, Sunshine Coast Museum & Archives
7. Craigdarroch Castle was open by donation until around 1985. The per-visit donation was a paltry 25 cents. The admission charge has been much more favourable to the museum operation, and with its introduction, we saw no significant decrease in visitation.

We have also kept a couple of donation boxes in the museum, each one with a sign explaining how donations will  be used. One of our most successful boxes allowed people to choose from four different projects. Their money moved small human figures inside a model of the castle. This box generated about $5,000 each year. The design was not robust enough to handle large volumes of coin, and so after about 7 years, it ultimately broke.

I would recommend any box design that makes using it fun. A low maintenance version I have seen in a few places is the large funnel where coins are dropped down a ramp and it spirals down until it falls into the secure reservoir. A downside to this and any coin box is that they don't usually accommodate paper money, and it takes a huge amount of time to count and roll coins. Municipal museums may have luck convincing their governing authority to count museum money using the same machines used to process parking meter proceeds.

Bruce Davies, Curator

Craigdarroch Castle Historical Museum Society
8. Greetings from 'Ksan Historical Village& Museum. 'Ksan has just increased our fee to $4.00 to come onto the 'Ksan grounds, visit the museum, wonderful exterior photo opportunities-totem poles, traditional Northwest Coast longhouses, and our annual exhibition in our upstairs exhibit space. The museum visitor receives an excellent handout on the history of the Gitxsan and detailed information on the village and the purpose of the communal longhouses, as well, there may be local artisans working in the art studio- all for a mere $4.00, in 2004 it was $2.00.  

This fee does not allow people into the longhouses on our guided tour. They must buy a tour ticket and pay $10.00 adult rate, $8.50 senior rate, student rate-school group tours pay $4.00 per student. This is an hour-long tour. I must say that all this in my opinion a bargain. 'Ksan is self-sufficient. We have no core funding and must generate our operating revenue in approximately 130 days - during the tour season. In the winter months, I do not request a entrance fee, but encourage our museum visitors to make a donation.

The donations seem to be $4-5 range. We do experience wonderful surprises during the summer. We have received $100 bills in the donation box from time to time. This is a joyous occasion. 

Laurel Mould

Executive Director & Curator, 'Ksan Historical Village& Museum’
