Membership Question

Question:

I am the Director/Curator of a museum in Terrace, BC called Heritage Park Museum. I am the first full time/year round staff member this museum has ever had and was hired a year and eight months ago. The society that I work for was established 2 years ago. The board of directors are appointed and the only members of our museum society are city council members. This is written in our constitution. We are trying to change this, as we find that some funding sources, like the BC Lottery Foundation grants, have requirements as to your membership. We feel that the general public should have the option to become involved with the museum and the decisions that are made here.  It is also a potential revenue source for our museum.

I was wondering what other museums in the province do regarding membership: how much revenue is made through membership fees, how often funding agencies look at membership numbers, or if there is any benefit from having a community based membership (or downfalls). If anyone can give some insight into this, I would really appreciate it.

Cynthia B. Hansen, Heritage Park Museum, August 26, 2005.

Responses:

1. As far as I'm aware, most granting agencies require that your board of directors be democratically elected from a wide-ranging membership. Certainly it's a requirement for BC Direct Access Gaming Funds. As well, if you want to raise funds from the public at large, many people feel better giving to an organization that has a board, which is representative of the community.

Memberships may not provide a huge amount of funds (any amount is better than nothing, and it certainly pays for itself), but it allows you to connect with the public, by sending them newsletters, notice of special events or openings, and provides an avenue for additional support (like volunteerism, donations of artefacts or cash).  For us, it's a very large part of what we do. We have members on our committees, our outreach team, our special events "catering crew", and, of course, on our Board.

If the City wishes to maintain a presence on your Board, that can be written into your constitution. If the City is providing a lot of the funding, they'll want at least one seat on the Board, but it can work both ways, too, ie the Councillor can also act as your champion at budget time. As for the other members of the Board, I would look at specific needs, and find people who can fill them ie a media/communications person, business people with connections for future fundraising and sponsorships, an accountant for budgets and financial reports, a lawyer for contracts and agreements, etc…. Don't get people who are just looking for a directorship that they can list on their resume’s. Conduct interviews for board positions and make sure you let them know what is expected of them.

There are not a lot of downfalls from having a Board elected from the community.  Sometimes board renewal is an issue, but shouldn't be for you, seeing as you will be starting one up from scratch. An important thing for your new Board would be to have a retreat right away, so that everyone can be on the same page with regard to the organization's vision, mission, goals and objectives. As well, it's very important that the Board get to know you, and fully understand the role of the Board vis-a-vis the role of the staff. You need to determine the type of Board Governance Model you wish to adopt, so that the Board doesn't start dabbling in areas where they shouldn't be.

The Cannery Society have been dealing with various aspects of this large issue for several years now. If you, or anyone else in the listserv group wants to discuss this, we should get together in Kelowna over a glass of wine, and have a good ol' session about it.

Mark Sakai, Gulf of Georgia Cannery Society, August 29, 2005.

2. When I took over the "new" Cumberland Museum (The one on Vancouver

Island, not the Ottawa area one) c. 1979, the Board was entirely made up of the Municipal Council. After the first year, they handed off to a Society, but they kept a representation on the Board. 

A municipal council usually likes to ensure that one or two seats on the museum board are Council members or are at least are appointed by them. They act as liaison and as a bit of check and balance, as they are usually used to dealing with political, financial and business matters. A common model is to also have some seats on the Board reserved for appointees from various other organizations (e.g. School Board, Council of Churches, Chamber of Commerce etc.). This helps to avoid cliques, and ideally ensures that some professional/business people are on the Board, but if the appointees are not interested, then they become lame ducks.

The other question is membership for a museum society. I believe that this should be open to interested parties. In a few cases I know of, museums have not had "Friends of the Museum" for "political" reasons, usually after a tumultuous time such as a municipality assuming governorship of a museum, which had previously been governed by a Society. The intent is usually "not at this time", but inertia can lead to "no change" over time.

The membership revenue is not necessarily high due to the costs of servicing members, but such members can be well worth it by becoming your lobby group with the community and Council. They should be your museum's champions, speaking up when staff cannot or should not. Such members also form an interested party for exhibit openings. 

A key argument to use in support of community membership is that funders like to see PARTNERSHIPS between a museum and its community groups.

Downfalls to watch out for are the forming of cliques on a Board (not that you can do much about it) and of an imbalance of knowledge, skills and abilities regarding professional and/or business skills. If your Board is made up of 85-year old retired widget assembly line workers, don't expect a lot of support or lobbying by them with major funders and movers and shakers. Nor would you expect much help with efficient, rational process of dealing with grants, funds etc. I had one museum society President panic when he learned that the Board were responsible for raising the money for the museum, a whopping $25,000!  He said that he would work to raise money to support the museum, but that he would not work to raise money to pay the Curator's salary!

Colin Macgregor Stevens, New Westminster Museum and Archives, August 26, 2005.

