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Cracking the code of membership.

We all want to do that to develop stronger member
programs … not only for engagement purposes but
also to generate revenue.
Looking at the motivations people give for being members,
as well as why many never join (and some lapse in their
membership), is a crucial first step for developing robust
membership programs.

Every museum develops
their contact lists in
different ways. So the
proportions of
members, lapsed
members, and
never-members can vary
widely. For that reason,
we are not examining
that metric, but instead
looking at the
differences between
these three groups.

In the Annual Survey of
Museum-Goers, some museums opt
into a standard set of membership
questions that helps them understand
these motivations and barriers.
To develop a strong data set of
these frequent museum-goers,
we combined those responses
from the 2020 and 2021 Surveys
to create a sample of over
6,500 respondents.

Missions

Overall, members tend to be our biggest
cheerleaders, with over 80% citing our
missions as why they join or renew. Less than
half gave more transactional reasons around
free admission, member benets, or discounts.

Given this finding, it would be easy to assume that most members are
mission-oriented rather than transactional. But the majority of our sample comes
from history and art museums, which tend to have members who are older and
more mission-oriented than those from museums with larger shares of family
audiences (such as children's museums and science centers).
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That difference leads to retention challenges for family
memberships: many families are cycling in and out of
museums based on their children's interests and ages.
Retaining them is difficult if the focus is on the cost
savings … especially as children get older.

Does that mean all parents and guardians are transactional? Of
course not! But the primary difference between transactional
members and mission-based members appears to be curiosity.
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They are also 50% more
likely to cite the mission as
a motivator than free
admission (though they still
appreciate that benefit!).

!?

So to retain transactional members longer, we need to
consider what they value right now (the bottom-line
cost value) and how we might encourage them to
value the deeper, intangible, mission-value.
Sparking their curiosity may be key to doing so.

It's not you, it's me.

We all know about that break-up line. Lapsed
members as well as non-members use it as
well. They like you, but not in that way.
For both groups, the #1 reason they are not
currently a member is:

We do not visit enough to
make it worthwhile

In fact, when we look at the
results, hardly anyone
selected choices that are
more judgmental about the
museum: less than 5% said
"it wasn't worth it."
Instead, museum-going
non-members are much
more likely to shift the blame
to themselves: "we don't visit
often enough to make it
worthwhile" being the big
one. Or, in other words, it's
not you, it's me. At least,
that's what it looks like at
rst glance.

(The other top reasons they give for not being a member are:
they can't afford it; other interests are more important;
they don't know anything about membership.)

But isn't that a nice way of
saying they didn't nd
enough value in the
membership to make it
worth the cost? Because if
they really found the
experience valuable, they
would make the eort to
visit enough to make the
membership worth it … or
they would renew because
they value the mission.

And that's a problem because
they are implying that harsher
judgment: you're not worth it.
(Ouch. Sorry.)

These results are about frequent museum-goers. But is there anything
to learn from a broader population sample of U.S. adults? Turns out,
yes. In that sampling, we found:
Parents/guardians of minor children were the most likely
to identify as a current member of a museum - one in five!
Middle-aged adults (40 - 59) without minor children in the
home were the least likely to be a member, only 7%.
And childless young adults under 40 and adults over 60
were equally likely to be a member, 10%.

So, what's
going on? Why
do the
membership
lists of many
museums feel
heavily skewed
towards older
members when
this data
suggests
otherwise?

First, let's examine the childless
young adults and the older adults.
When we combine insights from
frequent museum-goers and this
broader population sampling, our
conclusion is that young adults who
are members of a museum are likely
only members of one, maybe two
museums, while those older adults
are likely averaging a few or several
(making it seem like there's a lot of
them when in reality it is just a few
who are members of lots of
museums). We see a similar trend
with visitation.1

And what do we make of the
relatively high rate of family
!
!
memberships? It is a lot of
those transactional
parents/guardians who
primarily visit children's
!
museums, science centers,
!
and zoos and aquaria. Right
now, most of them cycle out of
museums (and memberships)
as their children grow up … but
given the differences we saw earlier in curiosity (and why it
matters), perhaps we should consider focusing a bit more of
our attention on cultivating parental/adult interests and
curiosity. After all, if that helps them value the museum
more for themselves, they may stick with museums, and
memberships, longer.
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