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Remuseum’s initial research report, “Museum Missions 
& Transparency” (published in the spring of 2024), 
demonstrated a shift in U.S. art museum missions and 
highlighted the lack of publicly available data about  
the field.

Given that nearly all U.S. art museums center the public 
in their mission statements but share limited data about 
their public impact, Remuseum followed up on that 
report by building the first nonproprietary database on 
operations and impact among over 150 major American 
art museums, one that uses data to illustrate ways in 
which museums can maximize their effectiveness in 
serving the public. Focused on 6 key data points, this 
database was developed using publicly available data, 
information provided by museums, and a rigorous 
academic research methodology.

In this report, the Remuseum database serves to 
present two key metrics: how effectively museums use 
their resources to generate visits (measured as cost per 
visitor) and what percentage of the museum’s regional 
population visits it in a given year (measured as a 
percentage of the Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) in 
which the museum is located).

This is the first public report of its kind, and as such 
represents an ongoing research project that will become 
increasingly detailed, along with the database itself.

But the report’s data are already sufficient to challenge 
conventional wisdom in several areas, and to support 
several new conversations about museums while 
encouraging museum boards and leaders to consider 
alternate ways to evaluate both their own goals and 
how effectively their budgets support them. Those 
conversations could engage any of the three following 
questions (which we present in more detail below):

•	 Is it possible that offering free admission might offer a 
greater path to sustainability and impact than charging 
for admission?

•	 Many museums have focused goals on building bigger 
buildings, bigger collections, and bigger budgets. Is it 
possible that bigger is not the most effective way to 
serve a public mission?

•	 Many museums that focus on serving the community 
that surrounds them may want to consider how their 
resources could be deployed to increase their “market 
share” (the percentage of their regional population 
that visits each year) as a measure of relevance and 
impact. Is it possible to “right-size” a museum based 
on the community it serves?

INTRODUCTION

2

The purpose of this report is not to suggest that 
museums should measure themselves in only one way. 
Its purpose is to support each museum in serving the 
public as effectively as possible. 

In that work, there are two foundational principles: 
making accurate data available to the public, and 
focusing that data on the way that museums serve and 
engage the public. 

Effective non-profit institutions benefit when more 
people understand how (and how well) they serve the 
public. Understanding the “average” museum should 
not encourage each museum to be average, but to find 
the best ways to express its own mission in its own way 
(in its own community, with its own building and its own 
collection), and to gain more support because it does 
that work so well. 

A foundational measure of public impact is a museum’s 
number of visitors. Even if a museum chooses to focus 
on something other than the raw number of visitors – on 
the diversity of its visitors, for example, or on the quality 
of each visit – it must begin by measuring visitors.  A 
repeat visitor is a visitor first, and you cannot measure 
your success at drawing any one type of visitor without 
knowing who all your visitors are. 

A focus on cost per visitor should not imply a goal 
of reducing those costs but, instead, a fact-based 
framework to maximize both the quantity and quality of 
museum visits. The visitor (and a human encounter with 
art) is the museum’s purpose, and a museum budget 
represents any one institution’s best guess about how to 
use its resources to give that purpose life. 

The business model of museums – philanthropic 
institutions essential to the cultural life of our nation 
– has always been a challenge, and it is especially 
challenged today. Museums on average attract fewer 
visitors than they did five years ago and their costs have 
materially increased. The purpose of this report, and 
Remuseum’s work, is to support museums with data that 
might inspire new ideas and approaches to serving their 
public mission effectively and sustainably.

– Stephen Reily
Founding Director,

https://remuseum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Remuseum-Museum-Missions-and-Transparency_REPORT.pdf
https://remuseum.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Remuseum-Museum-Missions-and-Transparency_REPORT.pdf


ABOUT 
THIS 
REPORT

The goal of this report is to provide a clearer picture of how well museums are performing relative 
to each other, helping museums of all sizes identify opportunities for improvement. The analysis also 
sheds light on broader trends in the museum field, offering benchmarks and insights that museums 
can use to enhance their operations, engage more visitors, and ultimately better fulfill their missions.

This initial analysis is the first phase of a longer project that centers transparency and accountability 
to the public by nonprofit U.S. art museums. By continuing to refine and update the efforts described 
below, Remuseum aims to establish an ongoing resource for the entire museum field, enabling 
institutions to learn from each other, to make informed, data-driven decisions, and to maximize their 
public-serving missions.
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The research began by selecting which art museums to 
include. In its first research report, Remuseum used the 
199 publicly identified members of the Association of 
Art Museum Directors (AAMD) as a preliminary sample 
group. Generating a full database on that group required 
removing university-based museums, which do not 
file publicly available information on IRS Form 990. An 
analysis of data from the remaining 153 American art 
museums led to grouping them based on whether the 
museums are free or charge admission, the size of the 
MSA in which they are located, and their annual budget.

The data collection process followed three main goals:

1.	 Gather the best quality data available; 

2.	 Ensure the data are consistent across museums;

3.	 Collect data for as many museums as possible.

This process is outlined in a “logic model” shown in 
Figure 1, which details the steps followed.

The process of collecting data on museums started by 
looking at each museum’s mission statement, which was 
found in their tax documents. These mission statements 
were grouped based on whether they focused on 
serving the public, taking care of their collections, or 
both. This sorting was first done manually, and then 
checked using an AI tool to ensure accuracy. Next, the 
team searched the internet for basic information that 
is widely available for many art museums. The goal 
was to find key facts about museum operations. This 
information came from reliable sources such as tax 
filings, museum websites, and annual reports. Since 
some data was still missing after the online search, the 
Remuseum research team sent emails to all AAMD art 
museums asking for their most recent visitor numbers 
and financial reports. The request was kept simple to 
make it easy for museums to respond and provide useful 
information. In cases where direct data were unavailable, 
the team gathered “proxy” data from other sources, like 
social media data about visitor experiences. Finally, a 
request was also sent through the Remuseum-issued 
report on the data collected as of Spring 2024, which 
requested museums provide their data through a portal.

Where there were still gaps in the data, the missing 
information was carefully filled by estimating, or 
‘imputing,’ the numbers based on available data. The aim 
was to make these estimates as accurate as possible 
by following a structured process. First, attention was 
given to data points that had fewer missing entries and 
were less related to other data points. This included the 

Figure 1. Logic Model for Art Museum Data Collection Process

METHODOLOGY

number of hours a museum was open per week. To fill 
in the missing values for other data points, data from 
similar museums was analyzed, identifying patterns that 
could be used to estimate the missing figures. A degree 
of randomness was introduced to account for natural 
variations between museums. The next step focused 
on data points that were more closely related to a 
museum’s size and operations, such as exhibition space, 
collection size, number of employees, total expenses, 
advertising costs, and compensation levels. Since these 
data points were tied directly to how large or small a 
museum’s operations were, a more precise method was 
used. Instead of relying on random estimates, related 
data points were used to make informed predictions. 
For example, if a museum’s total expenses were missing, 
information such as employee numbers and staff 
compensation was used to estimate the missing values. 
As each missing datapoint was filled, that information 
was then used to predict other related values. For 
instance, once the size of a museum’s exhibition space 
was estimated, that figure was used to predict the size 
of the collection and other operational data, allowing for 
progressively more accurate estimates. When it came 
to missing visitor numbers, the process was divided 
into two steps. For museums that had visitor data 
from previous years but were missing 2023 numbers, 
past visitor counts were combined with clues such as 
the number of Google reviews, website visits, local 
population size, and Instagram followers to estimate 
the 2023 figures. For museums with no visitor data at 
all, these same indicators were used to make educated 
guesses. Since the number of Google reviews was 
found to be closely correlated with visitor numbers, 
this was particularly useful for estimating visitation for 
museums lacking official data.
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•	 Rehema Barber, Director of Curatorial Affairs, 
Kalamazoo Institute of Arts

•	 Jim Bildner, CEO, DRK Foundation

•	 Rod Bigelow, Executive Director and Chief 
Diversity and Inclusion Officer, Crystal 
Bridges Museum of American Art

•	 Carol Colletta, President and CEO, Memphis 
River Parks Partnership

•	 Miki Garcia, Director, ASU Museum

•	 Sam Gill, President and CEO, Doris Duke 
Foundation

•	 Juli Goss, Chief Strategy Officer, Crystal 
Bridges Museum of American Art

•	 Daniel HemeI, Professor of Law, NYU School 
of Law; Visiting Professor, Yale Law School

•	 Diane Jean-Mary, Executive Director, Black 
Trustee Alliance for Art Museums

•	 Colleen Jennings-Roggensack, Executive 
Director, ASU/Gammage and VP for Cultural 
Affairs at ASU

•	 Adam Levine, President, Director, and CEO, 
Toledo Museum of Art

•	 Kimerly Rorschach, Former Director, Seattle 
Art Museum

•	 Stacey Shelnut-Hendrick, Deputy Director for 
Public Engagement and Learning, Chrysler 
Museum

•	 Martha Winans Slaughter, Independent 
Curator/Museum Trustee

•	 Scott Stulen, CEO and Director and CEO, 
Seattle Art Museum 

•	 Vivian Zavataro, Executive and Creative 
Director, Ulrich Museum of Art

I/O provides Independent and Original research and analysis in cultural policy. 
We offer objective and unbiased analyses of broad-level issues in arts and 
culture that provide insight to decision-makers in organizations and government. 
We pride ourselves on delivering the highest quality research that will drive your 
organization to innovate and think beyond the boundaries of what is possible.

Visit io-research.org for more information.

Remuseum is an independent project seeking to promote innovation among art museums across the United 
States. Remuseum does this work through research, convenings, and catalytic support for innovators 
among museum leaders (directors, educators, curators, and trustees). With a focus on relevance, 
governance, and financial sustainability, Remuseum supports new ways for museums to sustain and fulfill 
their missions, almost all of which are now centered on the public.

Inspired and funded by entrepreneur and arts patron David Booth (with additional support from the Ford 
Foundation and the Draper Richards Kaplan Foundation), Remuseum is organized by Crystal Bridges 
Museum of American Art, in partnership with Art Bridges Foundation.

Visit remuseum.org for more information.

Remuseum’s research work is informed and advised by a Task Force, whose members are:

WHO WE ARE

https://www.io-research.org/
https://remuseum.org/


INITIAL 
FINDINGS

As non-profit organizations, museums generate no income from visitors. Rather, every museum 
invests money in each visitor. A museum’s budget represents a decision about how best to use its 
resources to achieve its public mission.



A starting place to understand a museum’s use of its resources to serve the public is how much it costs to 
support each visit. This is not to imply that a museum should seek to reduce the benefits it offers visitors, 
but to recognize that a museum’s ability to use its limited resources effectively to serve the maximum 
number of people is a relevant measure of success.

The median cost per visitor (defined simply as operating budget divided by visits) for the 153 museums in 
the Remuseum database is $82 (the average, skewed by a few outliers, is $101). While this number ranges 
from $13 to $694 for 153 museums in the database, 120 museums operate in a narrower range of $40-$150 
per visitor.1

In more detailed terms, the range in cost per visitor by quartile is:

Top quartile: $13-$53

2nd quartile: $54-$82

3rd quartile: $83-$119

4th quartile (excluding two extreme outliers): $119-$184
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COST PER VISITOR

1 To answer a question that has already arisen, the Remuseum database lacks sufficient evidence to state whether museums without permanent 
collections spend less on each visitor. Only eight out of 153 museums in the Remuseum database have no permanent collection.



Cost per Visitor (Cont.)
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Average Cost 
per Visitor

Median Cost 
per Visitor

$101Overall (153 museums) $82

$108Paid General Admission $84

$130Higher Budget (over $12M) $107

$103Bigger MSA (over 2.25M) $86

$86Free General Admission $74

$73Lower Budget (under $12M) $62

$99Smaller MSA (under 2.25M) $71

Cost per Visitor

For purposes of this report, the Remuseum database was divided into groups based on three 
characteristics:

1.	 Admission type, based on whether general admission is always free (“Free General Admission”  - 48 
museums out of 153) or not (“Paid General Admission” - 105 museums).

2.	 Size of MSA, based on whether the museum’s MSA population is greater than 2.25 million (“Bigger MSA” - 
90 museums) or less than 2.25 million (“Smaller MSA” - 63 museums).

3.	 Budget size, divided between museums with total expenditures above $12 million (“Higher Budget” - 76 
museums) and those with total expenditures below $12 million (“Lower Budget” - 77 museums).
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Average %  
of MSA

Median %  
of MSA

17%Overall (153 museums) 9%

16%Paid General Admission 8%

20%Higher Budget (over $12M) 9%

6%Bigger MSA (over 2.25M) 3%

18%Free General Admission 10%

13%Lower Budget (under $12M) 8%

31%Smaller MSA (under 2.25M) 15%

Visitors as % of MSA

MSA YIELD
Because every museum is located in an MSA (defined 
by the Office of Management and Budget to reflect 
the economic identity of a city or region while avoiding 
anomalies of individual city/county boundaries), 
this report measures museum visitation against the 
population of the MSA in which that museum is located.

The median MSA “yield” (defined simply as number 
of visitors divided by MSA) for 153 museums in the 
Remuseum database is 9% (the average, skewed by 
outliers, is 17%). This number ranges from below 1% 
to 368% for museums in the database (two museums 
attract more visitors than live in their relatively small 
MSAs). The Remuseum database cannot identify (yet) 
where a given museum’s visitors come from, making 
this an admittedly rough estimate. In the case of 
museums located in areas with high tourist visitation, 
the MSA yield as reported in the Remuseum database 
will overrepresent the number of visitors from within 
the region.

For this reason (and others), the MSA yield percentage 
is more broadly dispersed across museums than cost 
per visitor numbers.

Top quartile: 15-99% (excluding two outliers 
with percentages above 100%)

2nd quartile: 9-14%

3rd quartile: 3-9%

4th quartile 0-2%

The range in MSA yield by quartile is:



As with Remuseum’s first research report, this one highlights a need for additional, publicly available 
museum data. But even with its limits, this information offers one of the first opportunities for an 
exploration, by the public and by museum leaders, of how best to use museum resources to serve 
and engage the public.

In particular, it prompts three specific conversations, around museum access, scale, and market 
share, offering data that may contradict assumptions held by many in the field.

NEW DATA
MEANS NEW QUESTIONS
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It is easy to determine whether any museum offers free general admission because it is a data point that is 
always shared with the public. That said, the difference between “free” and “paid” museums is not as clear 
in practice as it may sound. Many museums with free general admission charge visitors to see temporary/
traveling exhibitions. And many museums that do not offer free general admission do offer free admission 
to various classes of visitors – including children, students, veterans and others, or offer free admission 
on specific days or hours. But they do not communicate (as a “free” museum does) a simple message to 
everyone that the museum is open to all, and at all times, without cost.

Obviously, museums that charge for admission generate more admission revenue than museums that do not 
charge for admission. Like any other form of revenue-generation, the justification for charging for admission 
would presumably be (1) that its benefits will exceed its costs2 and/or (2) that it will support the museum’s 
mission in other ways, providing resources to attract more visitors (and thereby lowering the cost per visitor).3

For most museums, it appears that charging for general admission may not satisfy these justifications. While 
one might assume that “paid” museums would either spend less on each visitor or attract more visits at the 
same cost per visitor (because the added revenue would provide more funds to invest in attracting visitors), 
neither of these results appear to be the case. Charging for admission gets the public to subsidize the 
museum’s costs,4 but for most museums it may do so at the cost of reducing visitation. 

FREE ADMISSION
A PATH TO SUSTAINABILITY?

2 Those benefits can take forms other than revenue. A primary reason many museums charge admission is to incentivize the purchase of museum 
memberships (the primary benefit of which is usually free admission).

3 An assumption underlying this argument is that museum expenses (roughly) match museum revenue. While museums can generate both 
surpluses and deficits, there is no reason to believe that “free” museums tolerate greater deficits than “paid” museums. If Museum A generates 
20% of its budget from admission revenue and Museum B generates 0% of its budget from admission revenue (but the two otherwise match each 
other in other sources of revenue), one might think that Museum A might have more money to invest in visitors and therefor gain more visits.

4 The idea that the public should subsidize the cost of their visit was apparently part of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s shift from a “pay as you 
wish” model to a flat admission fee for non-New Yorkers. According to museum CEO Daniel Weiss, “In addition to the financial benefit of a large 
pool of potential supporters...there is genuine value for all in a model of co-investment for an institution that is collectively owned and utilized.” 
(Weiss, Daniel. Why The Museum Matters, Yale University Press. 2022, p. 106.) This is not an argument made for many other public-serving goods 
and institutions, like libraries and parks.
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Free Admission (Cont.)

The Remuseum database offers no evidence that charging for admission either increases the museum’s 
number of visitors or lowers its cost per visitor. In fact, the data suggest that the opposite may be the 
case: museums with free admission may simply attract more visitors against a similar set of costs, thereby 
decreasing the cost of each visitor. Museums that charge for admission may simply end up spending the 
same amount on a smaller number of visitors. 

While this finding may not be consistent with general assumptions in the field, it does correspond to an 
argument made by the distinguished economist Martin Feldstein in the early 1990s. Given that almost no 
American art museum achieves visitor levels anywhere near their physical capacity, Feldstein posited that:

5 Feldstein, Martin. Introduction. The Economics of Art Museums, The University of Chicago Press. 1991, p. 4.

6 The field of American art museums itself is relatively small. The membership of the AAMD, which sets policies for the entire field and admits 
directors of institutions with operating budgets greater than $2 million, hovers consistently around 200.

7 The median of total operating expenses for the 50 “paid” museums with operating budgets greater than $12.5 million is $25.2 million and the 
corresponding number for the 26 “free” museums is $26.6 million. The median of total operating costs for the 55 “paid” museums with operating 
budgets lower than $12.5 million is $6.8 million and the corresponding number for the 22 “free” museums is $4.4 million.

Feldstein added in a footnote: “In the language of economics, it is appropriate to have no admission charge 
because museum attendance is a ‘public good,’ that is, the museum’s collection can be enjoyed by an 
additional person without increasing to total cost of production.”

No grouping of museums in the Remuseum database (large or small, or whether located in a larger or 
smaller MSA) reflects what conventional wisdom might suggest, which is that charging visitors would reduce 
the museum’s cost per visitor. While our database remains relatively small,6 it is consistent, and does not 
disclose any grouping of museums that spend less per visitor and charge for admission.

What might it mean that “free” museums do not appear to spend more per visitor?

Is it possible that they spend less, generating a lower cost per visitor simply because their overall costs are 
lower? The Remuseum database does not support such an explanation. While larger museums are more 
likely to charge for admission, the cost per visitor gap between free and paid museums (which is much 
greater for bigger museums) does not appear to result from the fact that “paid” museums simply spend 
more money on things that would serve and attract the public.7

Is it alternatively possible that “free” museums invest less money to attract visitors since they do not need 
to justify a high ticket price? Museums that spend less per visitor could also be spending less on the kinds 
of programming that other museums invest in to attract paying visitors. Based on the Remuseum database, 
that does not seem to be the case.

Traditional economic analysis provides a reason for concluding that art museums in principle 
should not be funded through admission charges. A fundamental idea in economics is that a 
nation’s resources are used in the best way when each economic activity is expanded to the 
point where the benefit to consumers of any further expansion is just balanced by the cost of 
providing one more unit of that activity...

When applied to art museums, this implies that as long as an extra visitor to the museum 
imposes no additional costs on the museum or on other visitors, the ideal admission policy is to 
have no charge at all. Even a modest admission charge might deny someone who wished the 
opportunity to see the collection the opportunity do so even though his or her seeing it would 
impose no cost.5
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Free Admission (Cont.)

Free museums do not shorten their number of open hours compared to paid museums. Both groups are 
open, on average, 40 hours (the median number of open hours for free museums, at 41, is in fact 1 hour more 
than the median number of open hours for paid museums.) 

Nor do free museums appear to present fewer exhibitions or invest less in programming generally. Both 
free and paid museums in the Remuseum database present an average of eight exhibitions each year, and 
as reported on IRS Form 990, both free and paid museums spend just above 70% of their total budget on 
program expenses.

Nor does it appear that “paid” museums spend more on advertising and marketing than “free” museums, 
although museums might be expected to invest more in advertising if they needed to attract paying 
visitors. As reported on IRS Form 990, no more than 2% of museums expenses, on average, are devoted 
to advertising expenses, and there is no obvious disparity between “free” and “paid” museums in their 
advertising expenses as a percentage of overall expenses.

While the Remuseum database allows for an analysis of several categories of expenditures (even more 
would be helpful), it offers little detail in terms of revenue, which is an opportunity for later phases of 
research. 

Cost per Visitor (by Group)

Average Median

$55Free/Smaller MSA/Lower Budget1 $44

$77Paid/Smaller MSA/Lower Budget $67

$128Paid/Bigger MSA/Higher Budget $108

$99Free/Bigger MSA/Higher Budget $88

$69Free/Bigger MSA/Lower Budget $54

$114Free/Smaller MSA/Higher Budget $83

$78Paid/Bigger MSA/Lower Budget $70

$199Paid/Smaller MSA/Higher Budget $148

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
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8 Grant, Daniel. “How much is too much?.” The New Criterion, 23, Jul. 2019, https://newcriterion.com/dispatch/how-much-is-too-
much/#:~:text=On%20a%20national%20basis%2C%20admissions,San%20Francisco%20Museum%20of%20Modern.

Among other things, this percentage confirms that the stated price of admission for museums (like the stated tuition cost for private colleges) is 
far higher than the average admission paid. To illustrate this point, an “average” museum with a $10 million operating budget and 100,000 annual 
visitors might generate $250,000 in revenue from ticket sales, which is equivalent of each visitor generating only $2.50 in admission fees, far 
lower (by as much as a factor of 10) than the stated ticket price. Museum admission prices for paid museums are clearly set for reasons other 
than charging every visitor that amount.

9 Public radio stations gain members without gaining anything the general public gets, a model that may offer lessons for museums.

Museum researchers consistently report that museum admission fees generate, on average, only 1-4% 
of museum revenue (that percentage is higher for museums that attract tourist visits on a large scale).8 

Museum memberships generate a bigger percentage of revenue for many museums, and the key benefit for 
most members is free admission, making membership revenue a surrogate for admission revenue for many 
museums.

Even small amounts of revenue are hard to relinquish in a tight budget (and museum budgets are always 
tight). Any effort to increase free admission will have to find a way to substitute lost revenue from 
memberships, and we need more models of how to sell memberships without selling museum access  
with it.9

Further research will be required to understand more than the simple proposition that for any given 
museum, free admission might simply attract more visitors. But that proposition alone would be sufficient 
to suggest that museums that are built around access may also have identified a strategy to align mission 
with sustainability. As a museum think tank, Remuseum will devote future work to sharing case studies of 
museums for whom free admission has generated both greater public impact and greater revenue, while 
also seeking to share practical examples of ways that museums with free admission replace lost admission 
and membership revenue.

While practical examples of ways to fill lost sources of revenue are important, it may be that offering free 
admission proves to be not only an easy way to communicate a museum’s mission to potential visitors, but 
also an effective way to communicate a museum’s effectiveness to potential donors.

For decades, most museums have been increasing their admission fees while also expanding other earned 
income lines of business like restaurants/cafes and retail stores. If, as seems possible, these multiple lines of 
business did not either net profit or public impact, museums might consider exploring a business model that 
views the visitor as a beneficiary as much as a customer of its work.

https://newcriterion.com/dispatch/how-much-is-too-much/#:~:text=On%20a%20national%20basis%2C%20admissions,San%20Francisco%20Museum%20of%20Modern
https://newcriterion.com/dispatch/how-much-is-too-much/#:~:text=On%20a%20national%20basis%2C%20admissions,San%20Francisco%20Museum%20of%20Modern


15

Remuseum’s research also undercuts another possible assumption regarding museum operations. Under 
traditional economic theory, it is assumed that production (of a consumer good or a public good) becomes 
more efficient as its costs are spread across a broader base. Museum budgets have consistently grown 
bigger over the last decades, but it is not clear that museums have gained any benefits in serving the public 
because of their size. Instead of any economies of scale, museums may exhibit diseconomies of scale, at 
least in terms of cost per visitor metrics. 

Rather than spending less per visitor as they get larger, museums actually appear to spend more per visitor 
the larger they get. 

In the groupings identified above, the biggest gap in cost per visitor is between museums with smaller 
budgets (below $12 million), which feature an average of $73 and a median of $62, and those with larger 
budgets (above $12 million), which feature an average of $130 and a median of $107. 

More research is called for to understand such diseconomies of scale, including whether the scope of 
expenses reflecting bigger buildings and bigger collections actually impose more costs than benefits for 
the public. It seems possible that the investments that many museums have chosen to make are not the 
ones most likely to generate a return in public visitation and impact. It would be helpful to understand which 
elements of growing museum budgets are most likely to generate a corresponding return in public impact.

Over the last decades, museums and museum budgets have grown well beyond the rate of inflation. If 
museum boards and leaders think that these increasing investments will generate a corresponding return 
in results and public impact, there is reason to question their assumptions, and these data call for a new 
conversation about how to deliver the maximum public impact with the least amount of dollars, rather than 
the most.

DISECONOMIES OF SCALE
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Just as a museum might use cost per visitor data to evaluate whether its current investments yield the 
maximum public benefit, it may also choose to evaluate its cost structure and budget based on how many 
people in its community visit each year. For purposes of this study, we have used MSA yield as a preliminary 
and rough way to measure this impact. Since broad community visitation represents broad community 
support, a focus on regional yield could also help justify a case for increased private and public funding.

As for regional “yield,” museums in the Remuseum database attract a number of visitors that equates to a 
median of 9% of their MSAs. This number assumes that all visitors come from within the museum’s MSA, 
which we know is not the case. 

As noted above, there is a wide range in MSA yield between museums of different scales and types. 

While the Remuseum database suggests that “free” admission may confer a benefit in terms of higher MSA 
yield for most museums, the most interesting areas for discussion and further research result from the ways 
that the size of the museum and the size of the MSA itself relate to each other. The Remuseum database 
suggests that there may be some capacity to right-size museums to meet their potential in capturing 
regional visitors. In other words, the beneficial impact of free admission on MSA yield may be less important 
than the size of the museum and the size of the MSA where it is located (and how it combines those factors 
with free or paid admission).

Higher budget museums appear to generate higher MSA yields, regardless of whether they are located in a 
smaller or larger MSA. 

It is also easier for museums to generate higher MSA yields in smaller MSAs. 

These data may simply reflect aspects of scale and competition, meaning that it appears easier for larger 
museums to capture more market share, and easier for museums in smaller markets to attract a higher 
percentage of regional residents. 

MARKET SHARE
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Market Share (Cont.)

The correlation of scale (larger budgets) with higher MSA yield appears to be magnified when the museum 
also offers free admission. For museums with operating budgets above $12 million, offering free admission 
appears to correlate with a much higher MSA yield. In smaller MSAs, for example, museums with larger 
operating budgets (over $12 million) and free general admission attract a number of visitors equal to nearly 
25% of their MSA population, twice that of similarly situated museums without free admission.

Smaller museums do not present such clarity. While the Remuseum database suggests the possibility that 
charging for admission may even have a positive correlation on MSA yield for smaller museums, it lacks 
enough data to evaluate that interaction. Smaller museums in the Remuseum database illustrate the least 
difference in cost per visitor (whether they are "free" or "paid"), which could mean that smaller museums are 
simply more alike than larger museums. Given that the vast majority of American art museums (including 
almost all university art museums) have budgets under $12 million, far more information is needed to 
understand the variations between them. 

Museums are increasingly looking to capture a greater percentage of their local population as visitors. 
This change comes from balancing their pursuit of a national reputation with an emphasis on local impact; 
from recognizing that local visitors represent a more sustainable strategy compared to cyclical tourist 
populations; and a practical understanding that the easiest growth market for any enterprise lies in the 
people closest to home. Museums focused on MSA yield may learn as much from looking at right-sizing 
their institution based on scale and location as on whether to charge for admission.

Visitors as % of MSA (by Group)

Average Median

54%Paid/Smaller MSA/Higher Budget1 12%

25%Paid/Smaller MSA/Lower Budget 15%

3%Paid/Bigger MSA/Lower Budget 2%

12%Free/Bigger MSA/Higher Budget 9%

43%Free/Smaller MSA/Higher Budget 24%

8%Paid/Bigger MSA/Higher Budget 5%

17%Free/Smaller MSA/Lower Budget 12%

1%Free/Bigger MSA/Lower Budget 1%

2

3

4

5

6

7

8
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Market Share (Cont.)

While non-profit organizations like museums rarely talk about competition (at least publicly), data on MSA 
yield may help frame such conversations about where and how a museum can have the biggest impact on 
members of the public who live nearby. For obvious reasons, that goal is a lot harder to accomplish in a large 
MSA, where competition is high.

Assuming a museum were starting with a blank slate, able to locate itself in any city and at any scale, a 
decision to prioritize impact across its region would lead it to locate itself in a smaller MSA, since it would 
have a bigger impact on a bigger percentage of a (presumably) underserved population by doing so. 
(Examples of this strategy include Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, and the Corning Museum of 
Glass.)

Except for new institutions, museums cannot choose (or easily change) what city to be in, or whether to be 
large or small. But they can choose what goals to focus on and consider how they can best allocate their 
budget, utilize their assets, and leverage their setting, to achieve those goals. Considering how to maximize 
public engagement with art might lead a museum to share some of its collection with an institution in 
another region rather than expanding its own building (and budget). Considering how to maximize regional 
attendance and impact – and its case for public funding – might spur another museum to stop charging for 
admission.   

Museums are not all the same, and neither are the cost structures they each use to serve the public good. 
They are located in communities with higher or lower labor costs; they have bigger or smaller collections (or 
no collections at all); and they benefit from endowments of very different sizes. 

For that reason, Remuseum has also performed a regression analysis on the museums in its database, 
calculating a “conditional cost per visitor” generated after taking into account factors like market context, 
regional economic conditions like population wealth and education levels, a museum’s age; and whether it is 
a collecting institution or not. This work compares each museum’s cost per visitor with a theoretical average 
and can help an individual museum understand whether their actual cost per visitor is lower or higher than 
its statistical peers. Remuseum is sharing this information with individual museums to understand how they 
perceive this data and what else they might be interested in sharing to help Remuseum generate more 
refined research. 

Remuseum is starting that process with museums that provided information to the database. As Remuseum 
expands and refines its database, we hope that more museums will share more data to help them and the 
public evaluate existing assumptions and the ways that new approaches to museum scale, budgets, and 
investments, may (and may not) impact the public that museums exist to serve.



NEXT 
STEPS

The analysis completed so far is just the beginning. Continuing to collect data on museums will be 
essential for making further progress. Ongoing data collection has several benefits, such as keeping 
the information current and accurate, relying less on estimated values, and making it possible to 
track trends over time. Updating the dataset will also keep stakeholders engaged. This initial analysis 
focused on U.S.-based members of the AAMD and did not include university art museums due to 
data limitations. Future efforts will aim to expand the sample to include more art museums, including 
university art museums, in the data collection process. This will help provide a more comprehensive 
view of the broader art museum field.

While Remuseum does not have plans to publish the database in a complete, disaggregated format, 
Remuseum will share specific museum data by request in the hopes that interest in this one-of-a-kind 
database will drive an interest in transparency, benchmarking, and an openness to using data to help 
museums matter to more people and thrive.

For Remuseum: Gathering and Sharing More Data
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FOR MUSEUMS
HOW BEST TO INVEST IN THE PUBLIC?

Remuseum’s first research report posited that gaining more publicly available information about museums 
would help “individual museums (including their boards) better evaluate how they want to serve the public” 
and “may help resolve some of the ongoing debates in the field.” 

Making points about access, economies of scale, and was not the purpose of this research; discovering 
fact-based, and possibly counterintuitive, benefits about topics like access, economies of scale, and market 
share, was.

In other words, the report does not mean that all museums should offer free admission, but it does suggest 
clear benefits from focusing on a metric like cost per visitor and regional population served, and it clearly 
identifies next steps in this work.

Some might feel that a focus on cost per visitor would represent a victory of finance over mission, but this 
report indicates that the opposite is the case. Museums have often emphasized their inputs (the size of their 
collection and building and staffs, for example) as a way of measuring success; an emphasis on outputs (of 
which visitation is a foundational metric) may help museums better utilize those inputs to serve the public 
good. The purpose of emphasizing cost per visitor (or MSA yield) is not to minimize the benefits offered to 
the public (and our research has shown that museums with free admission and lower costs per visitor do 
not stint on their investments in art). An emphasis on effectively serving the maximum number of people 
ultimately focuses the museum not on its finances, but on the public.10

Since every museum spends money on every visitor, the most important question for every museum is 
how it wants to spend that money.11 A focus on the visitor as the purpose and beneficiary of the museum 
grounds most American art museums in both their own origin story, their mission, and their public value. The 
Remuseum database suggests that treating visitation first as a transaction rather than an investment may 
impair both visitation and, in the long run, the museum’s finances. 

The public (and the press) pay a lot of attention to the cost of museum admission, even though – unlike the 
performing arts – museums, on a national basis, generate only 1-4% of their revenue from admissions.12 And 
during a period when an increasing percentage of museums charge for admission, attendance at American 
art museums has actually declined.

At a time when museum budgets are constrained by increased costs and reduced visitation, even a 
small amount of revenue is hard to give up. For many museums (especially those in cities and regions 
with high tourist traffic), admission revenue represents a larger percentage of their budgets, and for 
almost all museums that charge for admission, membership revenue (which may represent more revenue 
than admissions itself) is a direct benefit of charging for admissions, since the primary benefit of most 
membership programs is free admission. 

10 It is important to recognize that, even if offering free admission did represent a sustainable financial decision for a museum, it does not on its 
own make the work of a museum relevant to all. Many museums have learned that offering free admission alone does not change the demographic 
makeup of the people who take advantage of it. As museums know, making their work relevant to the public means exhibiting art, and engaging 
the public in it, in a way that serves and meets the real interests and needs of the people it seeks to attract and engage. But if free admission does 
not answer, on its own, the question of broader relevance for museums, it is not clear that museums can answer that question without being as 
close to free as possible.

11 As Scott Rothkopf, the Alice Pratt Brown Director of the Whitney Museum of American Art, said recently, “In any museum, you’re choosing 
what to spend money on – be it storage or loans or whatever – but getting more young people in here is the most meaningful thing I can think of 
to subsidize.” (Crow, Kelly. “The Whitney Museum Will Be Free for All Visitors 25 Years Old and Younger.” The Wall Street Journal, 22, Oct. 2024, 
https://www.wsj.com/arts-culture/fine-art/whitney-art-museum-free-for-visitors-25-and-younger-b82eba39.)

12 See Footnote #7

https://www.wsj.com/arts-culture/fine-art/whitney-art-museum-free-for-visitors-25-and-younger-b82eba39
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Any case for expanding free access to museums needs to help museums understand how to replace this 
lost revenue. As Nicholas Cullinan, Director of the British Museum, recently said, free admission “makes our 
museum very special [but] doesn’t mean museums shouldn’t think about how to earn income and be as self-
sufficient as possible.”13

Is it possible that one path to self-sufficiency might come from expanding rather than limiting access, by 
reaching for a new level of ambition in the number of people a museum might serve, by becoming more 
inclusive rather than more exclusive? In fields as diverse as medical research, parks, and food justice, 
philanthropists offer greater support for organizations that maximize the number of people they serve. 

What if museums invited their supporters to join them in a sustained effort that could materially increase 
attendance or serve a significantly higher percentage of the people who live in its region? Together with 
their donors, museums have acted as if growth (in buildings, collections, and budgets) was a necessary 
(and maybe the best) way to serve their missions. What if together they considered a shift, one that saw the 
public less through a transactional lens than through a philanthropic lens, one that invited both museums, 
funders, and the public to care equally about this work in the ways that it deserves? 

Remuseum’s report is published to support art museums and their leaders and boards in constructive 
conversations about how these critical institutions can matter to more people and thrive.

Next Steps For Museums (Cont.)

13 Adams, Geraldine. "Free admission 'makes our museums special', says BM director." Museums Association, 17, Sept. 2024, https://www.
museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2024/09/free-admission-makes-our-museums-special-says-bm-director/.

https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2024/09/free-admission-makes-our-museums-special-says-bm-director/
https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2024/09/free-admission-makes-our-museums-special-says-bm-director/

