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There are known knowns; there are things we know we 
know. 

We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say 
we know there are some things we do not know. 

But there are also unknown unknowns — the ones we 
don't know we don't know.



What We Don’t Know - Knowns 

1.	How	many		museums	close	each	year	

2.	What	happens	to	their	collections	when	the	museum	closes	
(short-term)	

3.	How	to	recognize	the	“warning	signs”	
	



How Many Museums Close Each Year 





British	Museums	Closed	Between	2005	and	2015	







What We Don’t Know - Unknowns 

1.	What	happens	to	closed	museums’	collections	long-term	

2.	How	do	museum	closings	affect	donations	and	funding	for	
museums	overall	

3.	How	does	it	affect	their	communities	

4.	Are	there	regional,	governance,	or	subject	matter	
differences	in	which	museums	close	

	



Focus for this Webinar 

1.	Why	do	museums	close	

2.	Legal	considerations	

3.	Collections	issues	

4.	Staff	concerns	

5.	Community	relations	



Why Do Museums Close: Financial Issues 

1.	Operating	costs	are	consistently	larger	than	fund-raising	
income	

2.	Loss	of	government,	foundation	or	major	donor	support	
	
3.	Long-term	debt	



 
Why Do Museums Close: Lack of Support 

 
1.	No	one	willing	to	serve	on	Board	
	
2.	Dwindling	visitation,	membership,	donations	

3.	Mission	has	become	stale	or	irrelevant	
	



When To Close  

“A	decision…should	be	made	at	the	earliest	point	in	time	after	
all	alternatives	have	been	weighed…”	
(AASLH	Ethics	Position	Paper,	2007)	

		



Some Factors to Consider When Deciding to Close 
 

1.  Provide	enough	time	for	staff	to	assist	with	collections	
issues	

2.	Be	as	transparent	as	possible	both	internally	and	externally	
	
3.	Avoid	incurring	(additional)	debt		
	



	



Legal Considerations 

1. Legal dissolution is the responsibility of the Board of Trustees	
	
2.	Each	state	has	its	own	set	of	procedures	
	
3.	Museums	with	IRS	non-profit	designations	must	also	follow	
their	requirements	

		



Steps to Dissolve a Nonprofit Corporation 

1.	Vote	to	dissolve	the	organization	
2.	Create	a	Plan	of	Dissolution	
3.	Pay	liabilities	
4.	Distribute	assets	
5.	Terminate	leases	and	other	contracts	
6.	Notify	state	agencies	
7.	Notify	IRS	



IRS Model Dissolution Clause 

Upon the dissolution of the corporation, assets shall be distributed for one or more exempt 

purposes within the meaning of section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, or the 

corresponding section of any future federal tax code, or shall be distributed to the federal 

government, or to a state or local government, for a public purpose. 

Any such assets not so disposed of shall be disposed of by a Court of Competent Jurisdiction 

of the county in which the principal office of the corporation is then located, exclusively for 

such purposes or to such organization or organizations, as said Court shall determine, 

which are organized and operated exclusively for such purposes.	
	



Each state has different requirements 

1.	Start	by	contacting	Secretary	of	State	or	State	Attorney	
General	
	
2.	May	need	court	approval	
	
3.	Consult	with	legal	counsel	



		

New	York	State	



Special Cases 

1.	Museums	with	“parent”	entities	(e.g.,	universities,	city	or	
county	government)		
	
2.	Private	collections	not	governed	by	corporate	or	trust	law	
	

3.	When	there	is	debt	
	



 Museums with “Parent” Entities 

1.	Assets	belong	to	parent	entity			
	
2.	Collection	disposition	can	be	problematic	
	
3.	Friends	or	other	independent	support	groups	may	chose	to	
dissolve	or	continue	





Private Collections 



When there is debt 

	
	



Collections Issues 

Merger…or	transfer	of	collections	to	another	institution	rather	
than	their	sale	is	always	preferable”	
(AASLH	Ethics	Position	Paper,	2007)	

	

	



Ownership Issues 
1.	Confirm	legal	title	
	
2.	Original	donor	conditions	or	“intent”	
	
3.	Return	to	donors	

4.	Undocumented	collections	
State	abandoned	property	legislation	

5.	Loans	
State	“old	loans”	legislation	
	

6.	US	Government	property	
	



Short-term Disposition of Collections 

1.	Transfer	to	another	museum	
	
2.	Sale		
	
3.	What’s	left	



Long-term Disposition of Collections 

1.	Full	or	partial	addition	to	“permanent	collection”	
	
2.	Processing	lag	

	Delay	in	internal	use,	access	by	researchers	
	
3.	Deaccessioning	

	Use	of	proceeds	
	
	



Staff Concerns 

“While	staff	members…are	likely	to	be	demoralized,	they	still	
have	obligations	to	the	collection	that	cannot	be	ignored”	
		(AASLH	Ethics	Position	Paper,	2007)	

	
	
	



 
Keep the Staff Informed 

  
1.	What	happened	

2.	What	is	planned	

3.	What	the	staff	is	needed	to	do	

4.	Will	they	be	compensated	

5.	How	long	it	will	take	



Staff Concerns – Beyond Transparency 

1.	Offer	assistance	in	finding	new	positions	
		

2.	Who	to	contact	for	references	
	
3.	Celebrate	accomplishments	
	
Or…	



Mourn the Loss 

"There are no guidelines on how to mourn a museum, no rituals to lean on while you're watching 
the thing fall apart. Reactions throughout the community were varied; there was a funeral service 
with a hearse and bagpipes, some joined hands to wrap the building facade in a giant hug, some 
preferred to keep their distance, and others just felt the need to be together."

	



Community Relations 

Volunteers	
Members		
Visitors		
Donors	
Schools	
Researchers	
Local	government	









Key Take-Aways 

1.  Closing	a	museum	involves	legal	procedures	that	are	the	
responsibility	of	the	Board	of	Trustees	

2.  The	disposition	of	the	collections	has	both	legal	and	ethical	
considerations	and	is	best	accomplished	when	the	“old”	and	“new”	
museums	cooperate	and	collaborate.	

3.  We	don’t	yet	know	the	impact	of	museum	closings	on	staff	and	
communities	

4.  Transparency	from	beginning	to	end	(and	beyond)	ensure	
continued	public	support	of	both	the	closing	museum	and	
museums	in	general.	
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