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I will endeavor to get a few thoughts across about the very large issue of
museums and the public. One thing that has struck me in the last couple of
years is the importance of getting a qualitative sense of who the public are,
what they want, and what we could do not only to give them what they want,
but also to give them more ideas about what they could want. This has been
brought to the fore particularly by the study sponsored by the Center for Art
and Education at the Getty that has been going on for the last year and a half.

Looking at the quantitative aspects of museum attendance, I was fascinated
to learn that attendance at the British Museum was about 4 million people in
1978 and 4 million people in 1987, both of which are impressive figures and
suggest a kind of grand constancy to that audience. One of the most over­
whelmingly visited museums in the world is the Hermitage in Leningrad,
which has in the range of 4 to 5 million visitors-and until very recently, that
was without any significant role of special exhibitions. Maybe we have been
infecting our Soviet counterparts somewhat with our concentration on exhi­
bitions. What always interests me when we measure museum attendance is
that even though it appears to be very high today, in fact, if you look back at
the history of museums, it has been high for a long time. I looked at the
figures for the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia in 1876: hundreds of
thousands of people came over the span of six months.

I think that we as museum directors always face the question: What do
overall attendance numbers actually·mean?· It seems to··me·that in· fact part of
what we need to think about are the qualitative questions: who the visitors are,
where they come from, how they are changing over time, what they want, and
what their experiences are.

One of the things that is most interesting about museum publics is their

35



36 The Museum and the Public

diversity. The Getty-sponsored study of eleven art museums, which brought
together directors, curators, and educators at a recent conference, explored
what museum audiences want or what we might want them to want, in terms
particularly of education and information. However, the study told us a lot
more than that. In watching one of the focus groups from this study recently,
seeing a probation officer in the city of Philadelphia experiencing three min­
utes of ecstasy in describing Turner's Burning ofthe House ofParliament was
pretty amazing. It was an extraordinary experience for him: he was enraptured
with the painting, he had not read the label, he did not know exactly what it
was. Although he knew it was a picture of an historic fire, it took us a while
to realize what he was actually describing. But one of the things that we
learned from seeing people describe their fundamental experiences in art mu­
seums is that not only are museum publics very diverse in themselves-where
they come from, who they are, their age, their economic background, and so
forth-but you never know who is going to have what experience in front of
what object at what time.

That unpredictability affects the whole issue of what exhibitions museums
present. You can market exhibitions, you can advertise them, but you do not
really know if they will catch people's imagination, and whose imagination
they will catch in what way, until they happen. Further, a great deal of what
affects the attendance is word of mouth, which is not something that the mu­
seum controls at all. So I ask the question about exhibitions in general, and
about blockbusters in particular: Don't we think that museums' continuing to
be inventive in presenting works of art that they think are important-from
all kinds of fields, in a diverse and lively way-is a terribly important thing if
the museum public is to develop a continued interest in the museum as a
whole?

I think that museum directors at the Getty conference were asking them­
selves: What do we as museums want? Do we want more public, do we want
a wealthier public (as is implied in some of the studies I have read), do we
want a more diverse public, or do we want the public that comes to have the
best possible experience? If you have an exhibition that is enormously suc­
cessful, there is a point at which it becomes really more uncomfortable for
people to see the exhibition, because of its popularity. On one hand, you can
be coldblooded about it and say, great, the more people you can cram through
the door the better off you are. On the other hand, a museum's ultimate mis­
sion is not to have as many people as possible see the exhibition, but to have
as many people as possible see the exhibition under circumstances in which it
is possible for people to have a good experience, and that is something rather
different.

I was quite disturbed by the background paper for this conference that pos­
ited the possibility or the necessity of museums' addressing two very different
kinds of audiences. The paper argued that there is the collector-donor, sophis­
ticated audience, and there is the general public audience, and museums ought
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to divide what they do and divide their resources to serve those two audiences
quite separately. It seems to me that that may possibly undermine the whole
mission of a museum, which is to bring as many people as you can to a kind
of experience that they can only get in an art museum: direct contact with a
work of art. You do not know what that experience is going to be and who will
have it. So you have got to provide it, in a sense, with equal potential intensity
for as many people as possible. You might not have expected that the proba­
tion officer would be excited about the Turner instead of something else, but
he definitely was, that was the picture he picked, and people pick very surpris­
ing things with which to have very strong relationships.

So I think the idea of dividing our resources to cultivate donors on the one
hand, and to please a general public on the other, is dangerous. Obviously, of
course, we all do that to some degree. Every curator, every director, every
educator, everybody in the museum, makes a choice as to whether to spend
the next half hour persuading somebody to give you a picture, or working on
an audio tape for an exhibition which you hope will make it a lot clearer to a
lot of people. However, somehow it seems to me that these choices are still
perceived as part of one activity, and not as two profoundly different ones
related to two different audiences. My perception, at least, is that the audi­
ence, insofar as you hope it will grow and enrich itself (and the museum) in
many senses of the word, is the same.

I am fascinated by the issue of museums struggling in their vision of them­
selves between being purveyors of education and of entertainment. How does
the public see us? Do they see us as educating or as entertaining? Another
thing that emerged from the Getty focus group study was that those two as­
pects of museum visits are not mutually exclusive; they blend together in in­
dividuals' minds. When people who had never been to the museum before
talked about what it might be like to go, they talked about the fact that it was
probably full of history and they wanted to learn. And the same people in
response to the next question said, oh, I just want to let my mind go, and sort
of drift with pleasure. It seems to me that knowledge and enjoyment, which
have always been goals that museums have talked about, are intimately related
to each other and should not be divided. We should not do one thing because
we think it is educational and another thing because we think it is entertaining.
If people know more about the art you are showing, they often get more ex­
cited about it.

The issue of marketing is a fascinating one, and one that raises every mu­
seum hackle that I know. It is an issue that we keep coming back to because
no curator and no museum director wants to hang a gallery full of objects or
install an .exhibition-and-have nobody there:However,marketinghasto· do
with products, and if you say, let us change the product to fit what the audi­
ence wants, that makes everybody nervous. This is further complicated be­
cause the audience changes over time, partly because of what products (i.e.,
what exhibitions, what works of art, what programs) you make available. I
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would love to know more about the long-term impact museums have upon
their audiences, in terms of their collections, in terms of their philosophies,
and in terms of their programs.

I believe that the impact will depend to some extent on geography. The
Cleveland Museum, for example, has very consistently over a long period of
time emphasized its collection. Among the great museums of this country, it
is the one that has probably done more of that than any other-only recently
has it become really involved with special exhibitions, and in still a relatively
restrained way. There is probably no question that the public, the audience let
us say, of Cleveland has rather different expectations, attitudes, interests, and
experiences of art and of museums than the public in another city in which the
museum does not have such great collections or focus on them with such in­
tensity. Another example would be the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis,
which has created avant-garde exhibitions, film series, performances, and
mixed media events with a very deliberate and energetic attitude toward con­
temporary art: not just showing it, but showing it in particular ways, and con­
centrating on design and architecture at the same time. My guess is that the
audience in Minneapolis have become not only accustomed to that over time,
but their expectations and their interests-in short, they themselves-have
expanded and changed because of exposure to the Walker. When you come to
issues of how museums should deal with their public, obviously you want
attendance to be high for many reasons; ultimately, though, it seems to me
that you want the public to have an increasingly large sense of what art and
museums can contribute to their lives and to their enjoyment-not only their
enjoyment of art and museums, but of other aspects of life-and that is a very
hard thing to put a number on.

I am trying to think about what you could compare museums to, because
they are even hard to compare to each other, let alone to other kinds of insti­
tutions. Would we all say that museums have more in common with libraries
than with orchestras, for example? Museums and libraries both have vast re­
sources, so it matters what you put on your front shelf and what you put on
your back shelf. Also, libraries do fundamentally presume to offer knowledge
and enjoyment in the same kind of proportion, so it is an interesting analogy
to make. There has been a fair amount of discussion of deaccessioning, but I
think it would not quite occur to people to sell books in the library in order to
make the library more successful; on the other hand, books do not have yet
anywhere near the value of the works of art we were talking about.

Finally, it seems to me that the relation of museums to their public is one of
the most interesting questions that any group can discuss. One of the most
interesting comments in one of the recent Getty-sponsored sessions was from
an historian of museums who said that thirty years ago, the people sitting
around the table-the museum directors, the educators, the curators-would
have had no doubts as to what the public ought to want, what their mission
was, or what their relationship with them was. Our discussion today reflects
the kind of existential anxiety that we all have about our survival, about our
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mission, about all of those people who are coming through our doors, and
about how we are dealing with them. I do not say that our predecessors would
have had no doubts, but they would have had far fewer questions and doubts,
say forty years ago, than we do today.

Paul J. DiMaggio

My topic, the relationship between the art museum and the public, seems
innocent enough. But, it is more complicated than it sounds, for the museum
has several relationships with several publics. How an art museum chooses to
allocate attention and other resources among them follows from how it
chooses to organize itself and to define its mission.

Let us begin with the most straightforward dimension of the relationship:
who visits U.S. art museums, and who does not. We know a lot about this,
thanks to the National Endowment for the Arts' Research Division, which
sponsored two studies undertaken by the U.S. Bureau of the Census, the 1982
and 1985 Surveys of Public Participation in the Arts. These studies provided
the first reliable information on many of the cultural activities of Americans,
including their attendance at art museums and art galleries. The following
account of their findings relies heavily on an excellent report by Mark Schus­
ter of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and on additional analyses
that Francie Ostrower and I conducted at Yale. l

The findings of the SPPAs, as the surveys are called, are not surprising, but
they are worth keeping in mind, because they tell us whom art museums are
reaching, at least in some fashion, and whom they are not. In 1985, just over
one in five adult Americans visited an art museum at least once-more than
attended a jazz concert, listened to live classical music, saw a play, and at­
tended a musical, and almost as many as visited a history or science museum.
The major difference between the people who visited art museums and the
ones who did not is that the visitors had spent more years in school. Almost
half of the college graduates, and more than half of Americans with at least
some graduate education, visited museums, compared to just one in twenty­
five people whose schooling stopped in elementary school, and one in ten
high-school dropouts (see table 2.1 for exact figures). 2

....l...LMarkDavidson.Schuster, "Perspectives on the. American.audience.. forart .museums,". re."
port prepared for Research Division, National Endowment for the Arts (Cambridge: Massachu­
setts Institute of Technology, 1987), available on microfiche through ERIC system, ED294780;
Paul 1. DiMaggio and Francie Ostrower, "Race, ethnicity and participation in the arts: Patterns of
participation by black, Hispanic and white Americans in selected activities from the 1982 and
1985 surveys of public participation in the arts," report prepared for Research Division, National
Endowment for the Arts (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University, 1987).

2. Schuster, "Perspectives," 12-13.



40 The Museum and the Public

Table 2.1 Percentage of Selected Groups Reporting Attendance at Art
Museums or Galleries in 1985

Family income
less than $5,000 16%
$5,000-$9,999 11
$10,000-$14,999 15
$15,000-24,999 19
$25,000-49,999 28
more than $49,999 45

Highest level of schooling
Grade school 4
Some high school 11
High-school graduate 14
Some college 29
Four-year college graduate 45
Graduate school 55

Age
18-24 22
25-34 25
35-44 27
45-54 23
55-64 18
65-74 16
over 74 10

Gender
Women 23
Men 21

Race
African-American 11
Euro-American 23
Other 25

Place of residence
Central city 25
Metropolitan area but not central city 26
Not in metropolitan area 14

Occupation
Professional 49
Managerial 37
Sales/clerical 27
Craftsmen 14
Operatives 9
Laborers 10
Service workers 16

Source: 1. Mark Davidson Schuster, "Perspectives on the American audience for art museums,"
table la, report prepared for Research Division, National Endowment for the Arts (Cambridge:
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 1987), ERIC document ED294780. The author is grateful
for Professor Schuster's permission to draw on this material.



41 The Museum and the Public

Occupation and income are also related to visits to museums and galleries.
Nearly half of people with family incomes of $50,000 a year or more visited,
compared to 15 percent of those with incomes of from $10,000 to $14,999.
Almost one in two professionals and three in eight managers visited mu­
seums, compared to one in six service workers and just one in ten operatives
and laborers. Euro-Americans were twice as likely to have visited as African­
Americans: 23 percent compared to 11 percent. 3

One can use statistical techniques to assess the relative importance, in an
explanatory sense, of the various attributes associated with museum visiting.
When one does that, schooling emerges as by far the most important, dwarf­
ing the effects of income, occupation, urban residence, race, gender (women
visit more than men), and marital status (single and divorced people are more
likely to attend than people who are married or widowed). Nonetheless, all of
these factors are statistically significant predictors of attendance.4

There are several points worth making about these statistics. First, the
SPPA data tell us about visitors rather than visits. That is, they tell us who
attended at least once, but not how often they attended. On the basis of other
research, we know that frequent visitors tend to be more upscale than occa­
sional visitors.5

On the other hand, people who visit art museums are a more diverse lot
than differences in participation rates might lead one to expect, because, as
Schuster points out, many of the groups with the highest rates of visitation are
smaller than groups with lower rates. For example, although people with fam­
ily incomes of more than $50,000 a year are more than twice as likely to visit
than people who earn between $15,000 and $24,999 per year, the latter con­
stitute a larger proportion of the museum-visiting population because there
are so many more of them. For similar reasons, more museum visitors have
only a high-school degree than have attended graduate school, even though
the latter are four times as likely to visit museums.6

Third, the visitor profile seems not to have changed much over the past
thirty years or so: the museum public has remained substantially better edu-

3. Ibid.
4. DiMaggio and Ostrower, "Race, ethnicity, and participation." See table 2.2. Because of the

focus of the report from which table 2.2 was taken, respondents were disaggregated by race/
ethnicity and results reported separately for (non-Hispanic) Euro-Americans, African-Americans,
and Hispanic-Americans. Although significant levels vary, due to the smaller numbers of respon­
dents in the latter two groups, only the effects of gender (a dummy variable where I = female,
between African-Americans and Euro-Americans) and SMSA (a dummy where I = resides in a
Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area or SMSA, between African-Americans and Hispanics)
differed significantly, and these.only.in 1982. None. of thedilferences.in..coefficients within.groups
for 1982 and 1985 is statistically significant, except for the greater effect of SMSA for whites in
1985.

5. Paul J. DiMaggio, Michael Useem, and Paula Brown, "Audience studies of the performing
arts and museums: A critical review," Research Division Report no. 9. (Washington, D.C.: Na­
tional Endowment for the Arts, 1978).

6. Schuster, "Perspectives," 12-13.
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Table 2.2 Logistic Regression Analyses Predicting Visitation of Art Museums and
Galleries for (Non-Hispanic) Euro-Americans, African-Americans, and
Hispanic-Americans

1982 1985

Independent Euro- African- Hispanic- Euro- African- Hispanic-
Variable American American American American American American

Women
b .436 -.157 .101 .383 .276 .141
se .047 .177 .202 .052 .203 .203
sig d NS NS d NS NS

SMSA
b .245 1.364 -.071 .495 .362 -.083
se .051 .297 .298 .060 .269 .286
sig d d NS d NS NS

Age
b .001 -.000 -.012 -.001 -.007 .007
se .002 .007 .009 .002 .008 .008
sig NS NS NS NS NS NS

Education
b .320 .279 .279 .312 .272 .155
se .011 .040 .042 .012 .044 .037
sig d d d d d d

Income
b .115 .152 .226 .097 .208 .114
se .015 .068 .076 .015 .065 .072
sig d a a d a NS

Occupation
b .255 .710 .444 .257 .385 .688
se .050 .197 .219 .058 .217 .224
sig d b a d NS a

Marital status
b .415 .194 .019 .297 .252 .125
se .056 .193 .234 .063 .218 .228
sig d NS NS d NS NS

Constant -6.29 -7.07 -5.02 -6.23 -6.34 -3.98
Number of observations 13,905 1,656 941 10,872 1,385 790

Source: Paul J. DiMaggio and Francie Ostrower, "Race, ethnicity, and participation in the arts,"
appendix tables 3-1 and 3-2, report prepared for Research Division, National Endowment of the Arts
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University, 1987).
Note: b = logistic regression coefficient; se = standard error; sig refers to level of statistical signifi-
cance, where a = probability less than .05, b = less than .01, c = less than .001, d = less than
.00005, and NS = not significant. Coefficients and standard errors of the income variable are multi-
plied by 10,000.
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cated, better paid, more professional, and more likely to be white than the
population at large. How can this be the case even though museum attendance
has galloped upwards during this period? For one thing, more Americans fit
the visitor profile now-for example, more have college educations, fewer
are blue-collar workers-than in 1960. For another, a larger proportion of the
core public may be attending than did in the past, and they may attend more
often.?

Fourth, the people who do not visit are not necessarily uninterested in art;
many of them report watching shows about art on television, for example. Yet
they do not appear to harbor a great sense of deprivation. People who already
visit museums are far more likely to tell researchers that they want to visit
more frequently than are people who do not visit museums at all. Nonetheless,
if all the nonvisitors who reported wanting to visit did so, the proportion of
Americans attending exhibitions would double. In other words, art museums
may have a large untapped audience, but tapping it will require much effort. 8

Statistics such as these provide a useful baseline for talking about the mu­
seum's relationship to its public, if only because it is difficult for museums to
have relationships with people who do not enter their doors. But there is much
more to the topic than such statistics imply. Indeed, all three of the terms in
our topic-"public," "museum," and "relationship"-possess a variety of
meanings, each related to different conceptions of the art museum's mission.

The museum public is what Walter Lippman called a "phantom public," an
abstraction more useful for its ambiguity than for its denotative capacity.9 Is
the art museum's public the one in five Americans who visit museums? Is it
the two in five who either visited in 1985 or told the Census Bureau's inter­
viewers that they wished they had? Is it the three in five who neither entered
an art museum nor regretted their failure to do so, and who therefore, some
would argue, especially need to be awakened to the value of art? Or does the
museum public consist primarily of organized stakeholders, visitors and non­
visitors alike, who make their voices heard in public controversies?

For most art museums, at least three publics are salient. 10 The first, and in
some ways most important, consists of patrons: wealthy individuals with a
strong commitment to the visual arts, often as collectors, who are, or give
some promise of becoming, committed to the museum as an institution. Such
patrons are the major source of the private share of museum revenues: it is

7. Schuster, "Perspectives," 12-13. DiMaggio, Useem, and Brown, "Audience."
8. DiMaggio and Ostrower, "Race, ethnicity, and participation," ch. 4.

"9:WiiItefLippmiiii,TJiiTjJhiilifom jJii5/ic (NeW Y6fk:;T925):
10. The first two categories are similar to those discussed by Professors Robert C. Blattberg

and Cynthia J. Broderick: in their contribution to this volume (ch. II). The third is not included in
their typology. Of course, many museums have more publics than this: students and art history
faculty for university museums, artists for many museums of contemporary art, and so on.



44 The Museum and the Public

they upon whom the museum counts for donations to capital and endowment
campaigns and for gifts of art.

The second public comprises the many visitors who do not collect art, will
never have the wherewithal or commitment to make major gifts, but who
nonetheless visit museums, pay their admissions, patronize museum shops,
possibly take out a membership, and account for the lion's share of attendance
figures. Increasingly, museums, like other nonprofit organizations, are com­
ing to see this group as a "market" for their services.

The third public is less tangible and more difficult to define than the other
two, but no less important. In a sense, it can be said to consist of the 60
percent of American adults who neither visit museums nor want to, and who,
by virtue of this omission, are believed by some to constitute a silent reproach
to the art museum in its current form. Yet this 60 percent is notable for its
disengagement and thus cannot be called a public in the usual sense. Rather it
represents a point of symbolic reference for a proxy public of organizations,
agencies, and associations who seek to influence the art museum to widen its
scope. Such corporate actors could not be more different from one another:
some are artists, eager to expand the social impact of art; some speak for
ethnic and racial minority communities whose cultures have been excluded
from the fine-arts canon; some are agencies of government, concerned about
what public grants to art museums are buying and whom they are serving;
some are reformers working from within the museum community.

If the museum public is a multifaceted abstraction, so, in a way, is the mu­
seum itself. To be sure, art museums have charters, hold property, and take
corporate action. But most museums lack that coherent core of undivided pur­
pose that economists call a "utility function"-that is, a consistently ranked
set of objectives, and rules for making tradeoffs among them. The problem is
not that the museum lacks a mission, but that it has too many of them: acqui­
sition, conservation, exhibition, and education, to mention a few. Some of
these goals (education, for example), actually comprise several different ob­
jectives. To make matters worse, there is little general agreement as to how
such objectives can most effectively be achieved, and a museum's perform­
ance in pursuit of most of them can be judged only indirectly. II

Art museums, like most other kinds of nonprofit enterprise, have developed
a distinctive set of solutions to the problem of living with multiple goals.
First, they have developed organizational structures that allocate different
goals to different departments and different kinds of personnel: acquisition to
curators, conservation to conservators, education to educators, maintenance
activities to development officers and marketing departments, and so on. Sec­
ond, they have staffed these positions with professionals, men and women

11. See Paul J. DiMaggio, "Nonprofit organizations in the production and distribution of cul­
ture," in The nonprofit sector: A research handbook, ed. Walter W. Powell (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1986).
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whose technical training enables them to function, presumptively at least,
without close supervision, detailed rules, or rigorous performance evaluation.
Third, many art museum directors favor a management style and way of
speaking that deemphasizes tensions among multiple missions (for example,
by focusing on abstract goals with few operational implications or by avoiding
explicit discussion of trade-offs among functions), both within the museum
and in communicating to the outside. (Indeed, two Swiss economists have
suggested that the role of the director is to ensure "that the production function
connected with the museum's services is actively hidden ... and cannot eas­
ily be detected"-a polite use of economics jargon to say that the director's
job is to make sure that no one can figure out what the museum is up to. 12)

The result of these devices is that the museum can be seen as a confedera­
tion of groups of departments, staff, and trustees organized around different
publics and objectives, overseen, in most cases, by the director and the board
of trustees. At the cost of being exceedingly schematic and neglecting consid­
erable variation within the art museum community, I would suggest that three
such coalitions or "submuseums" are to some degree present in most large art
museums:

Coalition I: The Patron's Submuseum. Here the patrons are the public, the
curators (supplemented perhaps by development staff) are the heart of the mu­
seum, and acquisition, conservation, and research are the key functions. Cu­
rators serve patrons in a variety of ways, and patrons, in tum, donate objects
and funds. Art historians and conservators are often a part of this coalition.
The museum's relationship to this public is concrete, personal, and often inti­
mate.

Coalition II: The Marketing Submuseum. Here the public, ranging in com­
mitment from occasional visitors to members, is the "market." The key staff
are marketing or membership personnel and their allies in other departments.
This coalition's objective is to lure the market to the museum. In some cases,
getting people inside the doors is equated with public education; in others,
marketing is viewed as a means to ends that membership and admission in­
come (and grants contingent upon robust attendance figures) can support. Al­
though the market consists of concrete persons, this coalition views them ab­
stractly as consumers.

Coalition III: The Social Submuseum. The key departments in this submu­
seum are education and outreach. The coalition's objective is to provide edu­
cational or social services to groups that are viewed as disenfranchised. The
public consists of people who do not visit museums, or who do so rarely, and
are defined categorically as children, minorities, the elderly, or the poor; and

12. Bruno S. Frey and Werner W Pommerehne, "Economic analysis of the museum," in Eco­
nomic policy for the arts, eds. W. S. Hendon, J. L. Shanahan, and A. J. MacDonald, 248-59
(Cambridge: Abt Books, 1980). On the issue of multiple goals, see Vera L. Zolberg, "Tension of
mission in American art museums," in Nonprofit enterprise in the arts: Studies in mission and
constraint, ed. Paul J. DiMaggio (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).
































