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The Nature and Sources of American Art Museum Funding

Jeffrey Abt

Barabasi and Shekhtman introduce their study by pointing to the role of donors/trustees in
museums, especially over “which works are displayed, institutional priorities, and myriad
other issues,” including “ethical questions” associated with those responsibilities. The topic
has been addressed many times over the years, as, for example, in Karl Meyer’s 1979 study
The Art Museum: Power, Money, Ethics.! Nonetheless, Barabasi and Shekhtman believe
there is insufficient information on the subject—a problem their big-data project is
designed to solve. While it is possible that type of methodology might contribute fresh
insights, the material they have compiled fails to do so. There are two reasons: first, the
dataset design for their study is flawed, reflecting an inadequate understanding of
museums per se; second, it overlooks more than a century of historical research
indispensable for understanding the matters they are pursuing. Together they reveal the
value of a more interdisciplinary approach to these questions, one in which quantitative
data collection and analysis is complemented with qualitative historical information and
interpretation.

Regarding the authors’ dataset, to confine their study to the “funding of ‘American art,” the
authors sampled only those museums articulating “support of American art in their
mission statements.” But mission statements rarely define the nature of museums’
collections, and thus the authors bypassed several institutions possessing some of the
nation’s largest collections of American art, such as the Museum of Fine Arts (Boston) and
the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Another problem arises from the authors’ reliance on
data from “institutions . . . certified by” the Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD).
The AAMD does not certify museums or director-applicants for membership.? If Barabasi
and Shekhtman were looking for a meaningful standard, they could have considered
museum accreditation as peer evaluation-based confirmation of an institution’s adherence
to rigorous professional standards. To employ it, the authors would have had to pull their
data from membership rolls of the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), which accredits
museums. Barabasi and Shekhtman could have readily filtered the AAM’s institutional
membership rolls by museum type, size (by staff), as well as accreditation status to create
a more relevant basis for the type of comparative study they propose. This points to
another omission in the authors’ study: museum expenditures. After all, accreditation
incurs a higher level of expenses commensurate with professional standards for facilities,
staffing levels and qualifications, procedures, programs, etc., which—when compared with
income—would reveal far more about institutions’ funding needs and therefore their
reliance on certain types of sources. Related to this information is an institution’s per
capita costs; that is, how do a museum’s overall expenses play out on a per-visitor basis??
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When Barabasi and Shekhtman comment that foundation giving “gravitates toward large,
already comparatively well-resourced institutions with national profiles,” | assume the
authors are referring to large museums in major metropolitan areas. If so, might that
funding trend be in response to the much larger numbers of people those museums
serve?!

As for historical context, Barabasi and Shekhtman correctly observe that “private donors,
in particular, play a significant role not only as sources of financial support but also in
taking on major governance roles as trustees of institutions.” It is extremely important,
however, to add that private individuals serve in those capacities by design, and their
close involvement is unavoidable due to the laws by which nearly all Americans nonprofit
institutions, including museums, are created and self-governed. They must be established
in accordance with the state laws governing their jurisdictions, a legacy of the country’s
origins in a group of former colonies that became the first thirteen states.> Most important
of all, virtually every one of this nation’s museums is a voluntary association. As Alexis de
Tocqueville observed in his nineteenth-century tour of a young United States:

Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions constantly form
associations. . . . If it be proposed to advance some truth, or to foster some
feeling by the encouragement of a great example, they form a society.
Wherever, at the head of some new undertaking, you see the government in
France, or a man of rank in England, in the United States you will be sure to
find an association.®

Because of these fundamental factors, among the world’s major art museums, those of the
United States are—as the study’s authors note—an unusual breed. Unlike their peers
abroad, which are typically funded by their national governments, most American
museums rely on an array of funding sources. That backing comes from a host of
individuals, private foundations, revenue-producing enterprises, and admission fees, but
only a small portion from government agencies, and even then with some difficulty. These
are not newly understood facts. Laurence Vail Coleman succinctly explained them in the
chapter on “Money” in his sweeping 1939 study The Museum in America, and over a
decade prior (about a century ago!) he
mapped the various contractual and
statutory issues surrounding
government funding in his Manual for
Small Museums (fig. 1).7
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M. Fox contributed an insightful examination of philanthropy and museums. In the 1970s
Helen Lefkowitz Horowitz added greater detail and depth by showing how a relatively
small number of individuals, through their trustee service at multiple institutions, nurtured
a city’s sprawling cultural infrastructure. By the 1990s that work was widening into new
directions with, for example, investigations of underrecognized participants, such as
Kathleen D. McCarthy's exploration of women'’s philanthropic leadership.® Just as Barabasi
and Shekhtman would have benefited from a fuller understanding of museum professional
associations in selecting their data sources, so too, with some historical background, they
could have saved themselves a fair amount of trouble compiling facts we have known for
a long time.

To the extent that there are ethical concerns embedded in our cultural infrastructure, the
authors’ study does not show how having more data on this phenomenon will help us
better understand, much less improve, how museums might manage the problem. There
are already a host of standards on ethical conduct.® Ethics has long been a research topic
among museum studies scholars, and there are entire curricula and programs devoted to
it.”© Over the years, museum trustees formed their own association to help guide the
training and responsible performance of future trustees." Perhaps this is the best museum
professionals and trustees can do. In the final analysis, if museum professionals believe
more data are needed to understand and critically assess the myriad sources of museum
funding and the ethical challenges they entail, Barabasi and Shekhtman’s study shows that
a big-data social-science method by itself is insufficient. A more interdisciplinary
approach incorporating the knowledge published by historians and museum professional
associations is also necessary.

Jeffrey Abt is Professor Emeritus in the James Pearson Duffy Department of Art and Art
History at Wayne State University.
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