Merchandizing

Question:

Here in Creston, we have recently had the good fortune to acquire a board member with considerable retail experience, and, as a result, our gift "shop" is getting quite a shaking up.  Julie - our new director - has asked me to post the following questions to the list serve, in hopes that we will get some good advice and insights about where to go with our gift shop.

Currently, our gift shop is a cart - approximately 8 square feet - but it is now looking like we might actually be able to take over a space within the museum itself, and go to about 100 square feet. Compared to what we've got now, that seems huge, but I know it can get filled up pretty quickly. Any suggestions are appreciated.

Tammy Hardwick

Manager, Creston & District Museum & Archives
Responses:

1. I don't know if this is helpful, but it works for us. Our 'gift shop' is a room that is also a small art gallery, shelves contain books, cards, music, prints and tables contain Doukhobor crafts and t-shirts. The walls have a new art exhibit yearly. The tourist can learn about history, browse through books and also enjoy the art exhibit. In other words, the so-called 'gift shop', in our case limited to Doukhobor related items, becomes part of the total viewing experience. The tourists select items they want and take them to the guide for payment.

Larry A. Ewashen, Curator

Doukhobor Village Museum

2. The Delta Museum and Archives gift shop is 143 sq. feet, and was once the Corporation of Delta's vault when the building was the municipal hall. I am sorry that I can't quote how many of our visitors actually go into the gift shop, but if they all purchased one item for a dollar, I would be very happy about it!

Most of our visitors are from the lower mainland, but it is mostly visitors from other provinces and countries that make the most purchases. Tourists primarily purchase postcards, which do not translate into big sales. Locals tend to make larger dollar value purchases, but less of them.

We have a very small budget, that, combined with space and time limitations (the ordering stock, merchandising, and sales for the gift shop are part of my duties as Museum Secretary/Receptionist) getting our annual sales up there beyond nominal fundraising is a big challenge.

Best sellers continue to be local history books written by local authors. Goods I have stayed away from have been food. The gift shop in right in the middle of exhibit areas, and we already have insect issues. Last year, I did bring in some locally made wine jelly products, and they did not present any problems. Naturally, sampling would increase sales, but there again is the food issue in a museum. I avoid seasonal items all together, it is too risky when you have an annual budget of $1500 to spend. Believe me when I say, my many years of retail sales experience did not prepare me to be a miracle worker, although I love the challenge.

We do not spend any money annually on advertising for the gift shop. I try to use other ways such as mentioning new items in the membership newsletter, and when possible, making a display using stock in the main entry to the museum, and rely on events such as Canada Day and big draw programs to give us a boost.

I would highly recommend you attend the CMA Gift Shop Symposium in Victoria next month. I attended two years ago, and found it was very informative and helpful. I will be attending again this year and look forward to learning more from our more successful gift shop colleagues. I hope to see you there!

Kathleen Ladislaus

Museum Secretary/Receptionist, Delta Museum and Archives
3. Tammy, why don't you come to the CMA Western Museums Shop Conference? 

It is in Victoria in early March?  It would be a great opportunity to meet colleagues and hear great speakers. Details at our website, www.museums.ca. 

John Mcavity

ED, Canadian Museums Association
4. The current discussion about 'gift' shops is timely. In the recent editorial in the Muse, we are told that 'Over the counter sales in gift shops, cafeterias, and other outlets account for 67% of all earned revenues in heritage institutions…. Really? If that is the case, I can only deduce that we are all in the wrong business and should be merchandizing for Wall Mart, perhaps offering a little 'heritage' on the side. I don't know about your experience, but in our case our gallery and craft centre generated 19% of our income in 2004, before deducting 25-40% for purchasing the items for resale or commission. On the following page, we are exhorted to notice if “visitor's are purchasing exhibition or collection related produce?” If they aren't, we are on the wrong track. For our museum, this is a non-starter. For one thing, we don't sell anything except items related to our exhibits and other Doukhobor related crafts – no Japanese Mounties or wooden cows from local craftsmen. Just what are most museums selling in their shops to generate this 67%? If that is the way to deduce whether we are on the right track [by noticing what people are buying], I suggest there is something seriously wrong up front and the museum board and administration are in the wrong field of endeavour. We are further told that “a retail presence permits museum and management to get closer to visitors.” Good heavens! If 

Our exhibits and the museum facility doesn't allow us to “get closer to visitors” it will be achieved by our 'retail' counter? Really? This coming from The Voice of Canada's Museum Community presents chilling advice indeed. Perhaps, I should have applied to the local store when they were looking for a retail manager?

Larry A. Ewashen, 

Curator, Doukhobor Village Museum 

5. I believe that the 67% referred to in the CMA News article on gift shops was the percentage of all sources of earned revenue. So, in the example they were using, an institution earns 50% of their own revenue through a variety of sources, and of that 67% comes from their gift shop.

Jeanette Taylor

Campbell River Art Gallery
6. The London Heritage Farm Society in Richmond operate the 1890's restored farmhouse in Richmond with tours, tearoom and gift shop. The Society receives no operating funding or staff funding other than an HRDC grant for a summer student. The gift shop accounts for about 15 - 20% of the Society's income and is an integral part of the operation. The gift shop only carries items that are in keeping with a heritage house as well as exclusive items made for the Society. The gift shop's major sales are jams, London Lady Tea, souvenirs spoons, china, etc.  It is an integral part of the annual budget, but the content of the gift shop is of prime importance.

Ron Hyde

Director, London Heritage Farm Society
