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The work of museums and

libraries, howe ve r, takes place in

an era of increasing demands for

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y. Such demands

h a ve already become a legislative

reality with the passage of the

Government Pe rformance and

Results Act (GPRA) in 1993.

This re q u i res eve ry gove r n m e n t

agency to establish specific per-

formance goals for each of its

p rograms, preferably with per-

formance indicators stated in

o b j e c t i ve, quantifiable, and mea-

surable terms. Agencies must

re p o rt on their level of achieve-

ment in reaching these goals on

an annual basis. The effects of

GPRA are also trickling dow n

to state and local gove r n m e n t

agencies that are using the lead

of the federal government to

re q u i re evidence that all public

dollars are well spent.

This is not just a gove r n m e n t

issue. A similar emphasis on ac-

countability is being incorpo-

rated into funding guidelines for

most major foundations. Fro m

all sides, museums and libraries
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INTRODUCTION
The Institute of Museum and Library Services is

a steady champion for the role of museums and

l i b r a ries in our society. As the primary source of

federal funding to libraries and museums, we are

frequently called upon to tell their stories and to

share the impact of their work as community

leaders, educational resources, and, guardians of

our cultural heritage. Our funding programs sup-

port a remarkable range of services, strengt h e n-

ing the ability of museums and libraries to make

a true difference in the lives of individuals, fam-

ilies and communities.

Beverly  Sheppard

Acting Director, Institute of 

Museum and Library Services



a re receiving a clear message. If

they are to compete for both

public and private funds in an

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y - d r i ven enviro n-

ment, they must develop eva l u-

ation practices that provide the

most compelling picture of the

impact of their services. 

In the following two essays,

Stephen Weil and Peggy Ru d d

p resent clear arguments for the

adoption of a specific appro a c h

to evaluation known as outcome-

based evaluation. They define a

system of evaluation that re p l a c e s

the question, “What have we

done to accomplish our goals?”

with the question “What has

changed as a result of our work ? ”

Taking their lead from eva l u a-

tion practices adopted by the

United Way in 1995, both writ-

ers suggest practices that focus

on measuring the effects of an

i n s t i t u t i o n’s work on its public

(outcomes) rather than on the

s e rvices provided (outputs). 

The Institute of Museum and

L i b r a ry Se rvices shares both

a u t h o r s’ conviction that out-

comes-based evaluation holds

g reat promise for museums and

libraries. As a systematic mea-

s u rement of impact, it may be

e m p l oyed at many interva l s

during and after the delive ry of

s e rvice, providing short, and

long-term indications of a pro-

j e c t’s effectiveness. Ou t c o m e -

based evaluation is not pure

re s e a rch, nor is it simple data

collection. It joins both of those

essential processes, howe ve r, as a

p owe rful tool in re p o rting the

kinds of differences museums

and libraries make among their

users. It helps both institutions

identify their successes and share

their stories with a wide range

of stakeholders.

Outcome-based evaluation is

also a highly useful management

tool. It does not occur within a

vacuum, but is part of the core

p rocess of project deve l o p m e n t .

Program planning, implementa-

tion, and evaluation are all part s

of the whole that is driven by an

i n s t i t u t i o n’s purpose and vision.

Evaluation provides the critical

feedback that tells what is work-

ing, what must be changed, and

h ow a program may be im-

p roved. It helps inform difficult

decisions. Realigning staff or re a l-

locating financial re s o u rces are far

m o re palatable when support e d

by evidence that these inve s t-

ments are making a differe n c e .

Well-designed evaluation furt h e r

enables advocacy and part n e r-

s h i p. Good stories become con-

vincing and forge the basis for

ongoing funding, support, and

c o l l a b o r a t i o n .

As both authors concur, good

e valuation methodology is a

challenge. Ambivalence tow a rd

e valuation is widely re c o g n i ze d

and shared by many pro f e s s i o n a l

leaders. It re q u i res commitment,

regular practice, and an inve s t-

ment in training and re s o u rc e s .

In addition, both museums and

libraries raise questions about

h ow they can measure what may

be a long-term benefit or best

told through an individual nar-

r a t i ve. They suggest that objec-

t i ve, quantifiable measures are

often counter to their work. 

Despite these concerns, how-

ever, if museums and libraries

do not take the responsibility

for developing their own set of

c redible indicators, they risk

having someone else do it for

them. The loss would be very

great if funders or others out-

side the museum and library

fields imposed an arbitrary set

of standards to be measure d .

Museums and libraries would

lose an important opportunity

to learn through their work and

to guide their own future. 

IMLS is especially pleased to

offer this publication as part of

our support and encouragement

for the adoption of outcome-

based evaluation in the library

and museum fields. T h rough our

grants and awards, IMLS has sup-

p o rted the idea that museums

and libraries have a pro f o u n d

capacity to make a difference in

their communities.  Now, in our

s u p p o rt of outcome-based eva l u-

ation as a valuable methodology,

we are committed to document-

ing their impact and telling their

stories more widely. 

We thank both Stephen We i l

and Peggy Rudd for their wisdom

and their generosity in sharing

their essays for this purpose.
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Transformed from a Cemetery

S t e p h e n  E .  W e i l

of Bric-a-brac...

Emeritus Senior Scholar
Center for Education 
and Museum Studies
Smithsonian Institution
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Among the perennially fav o rite stories in my coun-

try is Wa s h i n gton Irving’s tale of Rip Van Wi n k l e ,

the amiable New York farmer who fell into a pro-

found sleep as a loyal subject of King George III

and—waking up some 20 years later—was astonished

to find that he had meanwhile become a citizen

of an entirely new country called the United States

of America. What had happened while he slept, of

course, was a revolution. If we could shift that

frame just slightly and conjure up instead an old-

fashioned curator in a New York museum—a sort

of tweedy Rip Van Recluse—who dozed off at his

desk some 50 years ago and woke up only today,

would his astonishment at the museum in which

he found himself be any the less? I think not. 

D u ring the past 50 years there have been not

just one but two distinct revolutions in the Ameri c a n

museum. The first—a revolution specific to the

museum—was in its focus. 2distinct 
reVOLUTIONS

This paper was first delivered as a
keynote address for the 1999 

British Museum Annual Meeting.
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When Rip Van Recluse began his

long sleep, the American museum,

just as it had been since early in

the century, was still oriented pri-

marily inward on the growth, care ,

s t u d y, and display of its collec-

tion. By the time he awoke,

though, that focus had been com-

pletely re versed. The museum in

which he found himself was now

an outwardly oriented organiza-

tion engaged primarily in pro-

viding a range of educational and

other services to its visitors and,

b e yond its visitors, to its com-

m u n i t y. The collection, once its

raison d’ e t re, was now, instead,

simply one of a number of

re s o u rces available to be used for

the accomplishment of a larger

public purpose. 

This change of focus, as Rip

would quickly discove r, was in

no way peculiar to the American

museum. Common virt u a l l y

e ve ry w h e re today is the convic-

tion that public service is cen-

tral to what a museum is all

about. How that is expre s s e d

may differ from one country to

a n o t h e r, but almost now h e re is

t h e re anybody now left who still

b e l i e ves—as did many of Rip’s

colleagues before his long sleep—

that the museum is its ow n

e xcuse for being. As Ke n n e t h

Hudson recently pointed out in

the 50th annive r s a ry issue of the

UNESCO magazine Mu s e u m

In t e rn a - t i o n a l: “...[T]he most

fund- amental change that has

affected museums during the

[past] half-century...is the now

almost universal conviction that

they exist in order to serve the

public. The old-style museum

felt itself under no such obliga-

tion. It existed, it had a build-

ing, it had collections and a staff

to look after them, it was re a-

sonably adequately financed, and

its visitors, not usually nuero u s ,

came to look, to wonder, and to

a d m i re what was set before them.

They we re in no sense part n e r s

in the enterprise. The museum’s

prime responsibility was to its

collections, not to its visitors.”

The second re volution—a re v-

olution that is still in pro g re s s —

is considerably more complicated.

By no means specific to museums,

it is a re volution rag-ing acro s s

the entire not-for-profit or so-

called third sector of American

society—that sprawling conglom-

eration of more than one million

p r i va t e l y - g overned cultural, edu-

cational, religious, health care and

social service organizations to

which most American museums

belong. W h e reas the first re vo l u-

tion invo l ved a change in institu-

tional focus, this second re vo l u t i o n

has to do with public expectations.

At its core is a growing expec-

tation that, in the discharge of

its public service obligations,

e ve ry not-for-profit organization

will carry out its particular work

not only with integrity but with

a high degree of competence as

well and, more ove r, that it will

e m p l oy that competence to

a c h i e ve an outcome that—

re g a rdless of what kind of a not-

f o r - p rofit organization it may

be—will demonstrably enhance

the quality of individual live s

and/or the well-being of some

p a rticular community. Under the

p re s s u re of this second re vo l u-

tion, what had once in the

United States been a landscape

dotted with vo l u n t e e r - d o m i-

nated and often amateurishly

managed charities—the re a l m

of stereotypical bumbling vicars,
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fluttering chairladies, and absent-

minded professors—is today

being transformed into a dyn-

amic system of social enterprises,

a system in which the ultimate

institutional success or failure of

each constituent enterprise is to

be judged by its capacity to art i c-

ulate the particular results it is

seeking to achieve and by its

a b i l i t y, in day-to-day practice,

actually to achieve the results it

has so art i c u l a t e d .

To translate that second re v-

olution into museum terms: the

institution in which Rip Va n

Recluse fell asleep was generally

re g a rded as an essentially ben-

e volent or philanthropic one. It

was imbued with a genero u s

spirit, its supporters we re hon-

orable, and worthy people, and

it was, above all, re s p e c t a b l e .

During the years that Rip slept,

other ways of looking at the

American museum began to sur-

face. For some observers, re -

s o u rces replaced respectability as

the measure of a museum—a

good museum, in their view, was

one with a fine collection, an

e xcellent staff, an impre s s i ve

building, and a solid endow-

ment. For others a museum was

better measured not by what

re s o u rces it had but by what it

did with those re s o u rc e s — by its

p rogramming. For still others it

was processes and pro c e d u re s

that mattered—what made  a

museum admirable was its mas-

t e ry of museological techniques,

that it knew how to do things

“ by the book.” With the coming

of this second re volution, how-

e ve r, all of those other measure s

a re today being subsumed into

two ove r a rching concerns. T h e s e

a re, first, that the museum has

the competence to achieve the

outcomes to which it aspire s —

outcomes that will positive l y

affect the quality of individual and

communal lives—and, second,

that the museum employs its

competence in such a way as to

a s s u re that such outcomes, in fact,

a re demonstrably being achieve d

on some consistent basis.

Among the forces driving this

second re volution have been the

emergence, primarily in the

graduate schools of business, of

a new organizational concept—

the “social enterprise”—as we l l

as the recent implementation, at

an eve ryday working level, of

s e veral new modes of organiza-

tional assessment. Among the

most forceful proponents of the

social enterprise concept is

Professor J. Gre g o ry Dees, for-

merly of the Ha rva rd Bu s i n e s s

School and now at St a n f o rd. As

envisioned by Dees, a not-for-

p rofit organization (which he

calls a “social enterprise”) and a

f o r - p rofit business (which he

refers to as a “c o m m e rcial enter-

p r i s e”) can best be understood

as being basically similar orga-

nizations that principally differ

only (1) in the nature of the

bottom lines that they pursue,

(2) in how they price the pro d-

ucts and/or services that they

distribute and, (3) in how they

a c q u i re replacement re s o u rces to

make up for those depleted

t h rough distribution.

In terms of the bottom line,

the commercial enterprise’s ulti-

mate operational objective is a

p o s i t i ve economic outcome, i . e .,

a profit. By contrast, the ulti-

mate operational objective for

the social enterprise—its bottom

line—is a positive social out-

come. That difference notwith-

standing, Dees argues that these

two forms of enterprise’s are still

m o re similar than differe n t —

each employing managerial skills

to produce a bottom line re s u l t

by adding value to the re s o u rc e s

which they acquire and pro c e s s .

To think of a museum as “e n t -

re p re n e u r i a l” in that sense is by

no means unprecedented. To

Among the forces driving this second
revolution have been the emergence,
p ri m a rily in the graduate schools of
business, of a new organizational con-

cept—the “social enterprise”—as well
as the recent implementation, at an
e v e r y d ay working level, of several new
modes of organizational assessment.



8

possess that particular ability—

“ . . . k n owing how to invest time

and money in anticipation of a

return greater than the inve s t-

m e n t”—is exactly, for example,

h ow Leon Pa roissien defined

e n t re p reneurship when he was

d i rector of the Museum of

C o n t e m p o r a ry Art in Syd n e y.

The second major differe n c e

b e t ween these forms of enterprise

i n vo l ves pricing. The commerc i a l

enterprise traditionally distributes

its products and/or services at a

m a rket-determined price. By

contrast, the social enterprise

most frequently distributes its

p roducts and/or services either

without charge or at less than

their true cost. Dees again argues

that this does not change their

basic similarity. 

It simply has implications for

the third difference betwe e n

t h e m — h ow the social enterprise

must acquire replacement re -

s o u rces. Unlike the commerc i a l

enterprise which has the capac-

ity to buy what it needs in ord e r

to be pro d u c t i ve, the social enter-

prise may be dependent in whole

or in part upon contributed

goods, funds or services. In most

operational respects, howe ve r, the

social enterprise is still conceptu-

ally parallel with the commerc i a l

one. “Managing for re s u l t s” — t o

use a Canadian phrase—is no

less essential to one form of enter-

prise than to the other.

As this theoretical model was

being polished in the business

schools, a complementary gro u p

of ideas was finding practical

e x p ression in the workplace. 

Two instances are notew o rt h y

h e re: the adoption of new eva l-

uation practices in 1995 by the

United Way of America and

the passage by the Un i t e d

States Congress of the Gove r n -

ment Pe rformance and Re s u l t s

Act in 1993. 

For those not familiar with the

United Wa y, a brief description

may be in ord e r. Originally orga-

n i zed as the Community Chest

m ovement, the United Way is

perhaps the largest and cert a i n l y

one of the most influential not-

f o r - p rofit undertakings in the

United States. A federation of

some 1,400 community-based

fund-raising organizations that

d e r i ve roughly 70% of their con-

tributed income from direct pay-

roll deductions, it collected some

$3.5 billion dollars in its most

recent re p o rting ye a r. T h a t

m o n e y, in turn, is then dis-

tributed to literally tens of thou-

sands of local organizations

t h roughout each community.

Although each United Way chap-

ter has full autonomy to deter-

mine how its share of this

immense pool of money will be

distributed, uniform standard s

a re set by a National Office in

Alexandria, Virginia. In 1995,

that National Office officially

announced a radical change in

those standards. 

Pre v i o u s l y, United Way had

based its funding decisions on

an evaluation of its applicants’

p rograms. If an organization

applied to a United Way chap-

ter for funding an adult liter-

acy program, for example, the

criteria for making or denying

that grant would have been

based on such program-related

questions as whether the cur-

riculum was soundly conceived,

whether the instructors we re

well qualified, and whether the

p roposed classroom materials

were appropriate for the expec-

ted participants. No longer, said

Two instances are noteworthy here:

the adoption of new evaluation

practices in 1995 by the United

Way of America and the passage

by the United States Congress of

the Gov e rnment Pe r f o rmance and

Results Act in 1 993.
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United Way in 1995. He n c e -

forth the focus would be on the

recipients of services, not their

p roviders. He n c e f o rth the test

would be outcomes, results, pro-

gram performance. By what per-

centage had the reading scores

of those participants improved?

How did that improve m e n t

c o m p a re with the improve m e n t

re c o rded in earlier years? How did

it compare with the re c o rd of

other literacy programs in simi-

lar circumstances? Put bluntly:

neither was the program we l l -

designed nor highly re g a rd e d

b u t . . .DID IT REALLY WO R K?

Central to this new Un i t e d

Way approach we re such con-

cepts as “c h a n g e” and “d i f f e r-

ence.” A 1996 publication

suggested how flexibly those

concepts could be applied 

without violating the bound-

aries of what might still might

be strictly defined as outcomes.

“ Outcomes,” it said: “...are ben-

efits or changes for individuals

or populations during or after

p a rticipating in program activ-

ities. They are influenced by a

p ro g r a m’s outputs. Ou t c o m e s

may relate to knowledge, atti-

tudes, values, skills, behavior,

condition, or other attributes.

They are what part i c i p a n t s

k n ow, think, or can do; or how

they behave; or what their con-

dition is, that is different fol-

l owing the pro g r a m . ”

Although United Way’s fund-

ing is primarily directed toward

social service agencies, its full-

scale embrace of outcome-based

evaluation has nevertheless had

a perva s i ve influence thro u g h-

out the entire American fund-

ing community: among found-

ations, corporate donors, and

g overnment agencies. To a

g reater degree than eve r, funders

a re asking applicants of eve ry

kind—cultural organizations as

well as social service agencies

and health serv i c e s — d e t a i l e d

questions about just what out-

comes they hope or realistically

expect to achieve through a pro-

posed program and about just

how they intend to determine

whether or not those particular

outcomes have, in fact, been

achieved.

Meanwhile, that identical

question—just precisely what is

it that you hope or expect to

accomplish with the funds for

which you are asking—will be

formally posed on an annual

basis to eve ry agency of the

United States federal gove r n m e n t

beginning in the year 2000.

Under the Government Pe rf o r m -

ance and Results Act or GPRA

—legislation that was scarc e l y

noticed when it was passed on

a bipartisan basis in 1993 but

which is now beginning to loom

ve ry large as its effective date in

2000 approaches—each such

agency will be responsible, first,

for establishing—preferably in

o b j e c t i ve, quantifiable and mea-

surable terms—specific perf o r-

mance goals for eve ry one of its

p rograms and, second, for there-

after re p o rting annually to the

C o n g ress on its success or lack

of success in meeting those goals.

In essence, GPRA will raise

the level of public accountabil-

ity to a new height. Prior to

GPRA, United States gove r n-

ment agencies we re alre a d y

responsible under earlier legis-

lation for controlling fraud and

abuse. Professor Peter Sw o rd s

of the Columbia Un i versity Law

School has referred to this lower

l e vel of scrutiny as “n e g a t i ve

a c c o u n t a b i l i t y”—making sure

that nobody was doing anything

wrong. With GPRA, however,

g overnment will be ratcheting

itself up a notch to what Sw o rd s

has, by contrast, called “p o s i-

t i ve accountability” — m a k i n g

sure that government programs

actually work to achieve their

intended outcomes, making sure

that federal money is not only

being spent honestly but also

that it is being spent effectively.

Although this enhanced stan-

d a rd of accountability will only

affect a handful of museums

d i re c t l y, it is virtually certain to

s e rve as a model for various state,

Under the Gov e rnment Pe r f o rmance and Results Act or

GPRA...each such agency will be responsible, first, for establish-

ing—preferably in objective, quantifiable and measurable terms—

specific performance goals for every one of its programs and, 

second, for thereafter reporting annually to

the Congress on its success or lack of suc-

cess in meeting those goals.
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county and municipal gove r n-

ments and for some priva t e

funding sources as well. In con-

fluence with the other forc e s

driving this second re vo l u t i o n ,

the implementation of such stan-

d a rds is radically changing the

climate in which American not-

f o r - p rofit organizations—muse-

ums included—operate. This 

n ew climate is a distinctly more

h a rd-nosed one, far reduced in

the traditional trust and leniency

that not-for-profit organizations

e n j oyed when ye s t e rd a y’s public

still looked upon them as gen-

teel charities, and corre s p o n d-

ingly higher in the degree of

accountability on which today’s

public now insists.

Nothing on the horizon sug-

gests that this climate is likely to

change or that what we are wit-

nessing is merely some cyc l i c a l

phenomenon, something to be

s u rv i ved until museums can once

again hunker down around their

collections. In earlier and more

t rusting days, the museum sur-

v i ved on a kind of faith: faith that

it was per se an important kind

of institution, faith that its mere

p resence in a community would

s o m e h ow enhance the we l l - b e i n g

of that community. The second

re volution has undermined that

faith by posing questions about

competence and purpose that,

like genies released from a bottle,

cannot readily be corked up again.

To repeat an observation I made

at another conference just two

years ago:

“ If our museums are not being

operated with the ultimate goal

of improving the quality of

p e o p l e’s lives, on what [other]

basis might we possibly ask for

public support? Not, cert a i n l y,

on the grounds that we need

museums in order that museum

p rofessionals might have an

o p p o rtunity to develop their

skills and advance their care e r s ,

or so that those of us who enjoy

museum work will have a place

in which to do it. Not, cer-

t a i n l y, on the grounds that they

p rovide elegant venues for open-

ings, receptions and other glam-

o rous social events. Nor is it

likely that we could successfully

argue that museums...deserve to

be supported simply as an estab-

lished tradition, as a kind of

ongoing habit, long after any

good reasons to do so have

ceased to be re l e vent or have

long been forgotten.” 

As museums in the Un i t e d

States seek to cope with this

second re volution, a number of

misconceptions have emerged.

For one, many American mu-

seum workers seem to believe

that what is primarily being

asked of them is that they

become more efficient, that they

adopt some set of “lean and

m e a n” practices from the busi-

ness sector that would enable

them and their museums to

a c h i e ve a more positive and self-

s u p p o rting economic bottom

line. Although nobody, cert a i n l y,

is condoning inefficiency in

museums, the goal that the pro-

ponents of social enterprise

t h e o ry, the United Way and

GPRA, are each in their own way

pursuing is not merely efficiency

but something far more difficult

to attain and considerably more

i m p o rtant as well: effective n e s s .

In this context, the distinc-

tion between efficiency and effec-

t i veness is critical. Efficiency is a

m e a s u re of cost. Ef f e c t i veness is

a measure of outcome. Ef f i c i e n c y

describes the relationship bet-

ween a pro g r a m’s outcome and

the re s o u rces expended to achieve

that outcome. 

Efficiency is clearly impor-

tant—the more efficient an

organization, the more out-

come it can generate from the

same expenditure of re s o u rc e s

—but it is always subsidiary to

e f f e c t i veness. What effective-

ness describes is the re l a t i o n-

ship between a pro g r a m’s out-

“If our museums are not be i n g

operated with the ultimate goal of

i m p r oving the quality of people’s

l i v e s , on what [other] basis might

we possibly ask for public support?”



effectiveness descri bes is the

relationship between a pro-

gram’s outcome and the expec-

tation with which that progr a m

was undertaken in the first

place. Effectiveness is the mea-

sure of DID IT RE A LLY WORK?  
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come and the expectation with

which that program was under-

taken in the first place.

Ef f e c t i veness is the measure of

DID IT REALLY WO R K ? In the

f o r - p rofit commercial enter-

prise, there is a substantial ove r-

lap between efficiency and

e f f e c t i veness. Waste can under-

mine profit, the basic point of

the enterprise. Not so in the

social enterprise, where effi-

ciency and effectiveness re m a i n

distinct. A museum might con-

c e i vably be effective without

necessarily being efficient.

A related misconception is that

the pursuit of effectiveness is

s o m e h ow analogous to bench-

m a rking. Be n c h m a rking—as that

term is generally used in the

United States—is about some-

thing else: an effort to improve

h ow you perform a part i c u l a r

task by seeking out the most

e xe m p l a ry practice in some other

organization with the intention,

so far as may be practical, of then

adopting that practice for yo u r-

s e l f. Specific pro c e d u res within a

museum—making timely pay-

ment to vendors, performing a

c o n s e rvation surve y, pro c e s s i n g

outgoing loans—can certainly be

a p p roached in this way, but

s c a rcely ever could the ove r a l l

operation of the museum itself

be benchmarked. Museums are

so extraordinarily varied in their

origin, discipline, scale, gove r-

nance, collections, sources of

funding, endowment, staffing,

facilities, and community setting

that one can hardly serve as a

model or even the basis of any

m e a n i n gful comparison for an-

o t h e r. That is particularly the case

with respect to effectiveness. A

m u s e u m’s effectiveness can only

be determined in relationship to

what it is trying to accomplish—

not in terms of what some other

museum is trying to accomplish.

Fi n a l l y, there are those who

think that what is being asked

of American museums by these

combined re volutions is some-

thing wholly novel or unpre c e-

dented. From almost its ve ry

beginning, howe ve r, the main-

s t ream museum movement in the

United States has had ru n n i n g

beside it a slender but vigoro u s

a l t e r n a t i ve movement—a kind of

c o u n t e r - c u r rent—that envisioned

the museum not in terms of such

i n w a rd activities as the accumu-

lation and care and study of its

collections but, rather, in terms

of what impact it might have on

its community. In fact, America’s

two great flagship art museums—

the Museum of Fine Arts in

Boston and the Me t ro p o l i t a n

Museum of Art in New Yo rk ,

both founded in 1870—we re

originally modeled on the So u t h

Kensington Museum and in-

tended from their inception to

be primarily educational in

n a t u re. It was only between the

years 1905 and 1910, that they

refocused their primary atten-

tion on collecting original, often

unique, works of fine art. Fo r

m o re than a century, many of the

most eloquent voices within the

American museum community

h a ve argued strenuously for the

o u t - w a rdly directed and publicly

accountable museum. He re, for

example, is how George Brow n

Goode—an early Assistant Se c -

re t a ry  of the Sm i t h s o n i a n —

made the case during a lecture

at the Brooklyn Institute in 1889:

Efficiency is a measure of cost.

Effectiveness is a measure of

outcome. Efficiency descri be s

the relationship between a pro-

gram’s outcome and the

resources expended to ach i e v e

that outcome. Efficiency is

clearly important—the more

efficient an organization, the

more outcome it can generate

from the same expenditure of

resources—but it is always sub-

sidiary to effectiveness. Wh a t
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“The museum of the past

must be set aside, re c o n s t ru c t e d ,

transformed from a cemetery of

bric-a-brac into a nursery of

living thoughts. The museum

of the future must stand side

by side with the library and

the laboratory, as part of the

teaching equipment of the col-

lege and university, and in the

great cities cooperate with the

public library as one of the

principal agencies for the

enlightenment of the people.” 

Nobody has made these argu-

ments more pungently, howe ve r,

than John Cotton Dana, the

early champion of community

museums and the founder, in

the early 1900s, of one of

A m e r i c a’s most notable exam-

ples: the New a rk Museum. In a

1917 essay, written as the

Me t ropolitan Museum of Art

and other East Coast museums

we re accelerating their quest for

the previously unobtainable

w o rks of fine art flowing out of

Eu rope, Dana was scornful of

what he called “marble palaces

filled with those so-called emb-

lems of culture, rare and costly

and wonder-working objects.”

Such museums, the kinds of

museums, he said, “which kings,

princes, and other masters of

people and wealth had con-

s t ru c t e d” would give the com-

mon people neither pleasure nor

p rofit. Nor could such muse-

ums accomplish what Dana took

to be the first and obvious task

of eve ry museum: “adding to

the happiness, wisdom, and

c o m f o rt of members of the

c o m m u n i t y. ”

Most re m a rkably of all, Da n a

understood as early as 1920 that

the public’s support of a museum

was at bottom an exchange trans-

action—that it, the public, was

due a measure of value in re t u r n .

Mo re ove r, he foresaw that some

type of positive accountability

would be re q u i red in order to

a s s u re the public that the

museum was actually prov i d i n g

such va l u e .

“All public institutions (and

museums are not exceptions to

this rule) should give returns for

their cost; and those re t u r n s

should be in good degree pos-

itive, definite, visible, measur-

able. The goodness of a mus-

eum is not in direct ratio to the

cost of its building and the

upkeep thereof, or to the rarity,

auction value, or money cost of

its collections. A museum is

good only insofar as it is of

use....Common sense demands

that a publicly supported insti-

tution do something for its sup-

porters and that some part at

least of what it does be capable

of clear description and down-

right valuation.”

In a sense, this once alterna-

t i ve movement, this counter-cur-

rent, is now in the course of itself

becoming the mainstream. Ast-

onishing as the concept of the

museum as a positively account-

able public service organization

may be to the newly awoken Rip

Van Recluse, that concept does,

in fact, have deep roots in the

American museum tradition.

Moving on, then, I want to

turn to what seem to me some

of the major consequences that

these two re volutions may poten-

tially have for American muse-

ums. Fi ve seem part i c u l a r l y

n o t ew o rt h y. The first pertains to

d i s c i p l i n a r i t y. Ac c o rding to the

last survey data—unfort u n a t e l y,

not ve ry recent—only 15% or

so of American museums are

t ruly interd i s c i p l i n a ry. That 15%

includes childre n’s museums—

today the fastest growing segment

of the American museum com-

munity—and general museums.

The remaining 85% are closely

tied to one or another academic

s p e c i a l t y. When collections we re

central to a mus-eum’s concerns,

that kind of specialization—albeit

something of a straightjacket—

might have made a cert a i n

amount of sense. It makes much

less sense today, though, as the

m u s e u m’s focus shifts tow a rd

public service. And it makes no

sense whatsoever in those many

small American communities

that may have only a single

museum, or even two.

In this new enviro n m e n t ,

For more than a century, many of
the most eloquent voices within the
A m e rican museum community hav e

argued strenuously for the outwardly
directed and publicly accountable
m u s e u m .
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museums should better be able

to liberate themselves from these

d i s c i p l i n a ry constraints and to

b roaden the range of their pro-

gramming even to the extent of

blurring if not actually bre a k i n g

d own the traditional boundaries

b e t ween disciplines. In that

re g a rd, a re v i val of John Cotton

Da n a’s case for the community

museum could not be more

t i m e l y. For Dana, the proper way

to shape a museum’s pro g r a m

was not by recourse to some

academic discipline—art, history,

or natural science—but thro u g h

an ongoing conversation with the

c o m m u n i t y. “Learn what aid the

community needs,” he said, and

“fit the museum to those needs.” 

A second—and re l a t e d — c o n-

sequence pertains to a blurring

of boundaries around the

museum field itself. When the

m u s e u m’s principal activities

we re the highly specialized ones

of accumulating, pre s e rving, and

displaying a collection—activi-

ties virtually unique to the mus-

eum—it tended to do its work

m o re or less in isolation and

alone. Not so today. As the

museum redefines its central

purpose from inward to out-

w a rd — f rom amassing a collec-

tion to providing a public serv i c e

—it finds itself being drawn into

collaboration with, or at times

e ven exchanging functions with,

a broad range of other commu-

nity-based service organizations

whose purposes are similar. To

some extent, the museum’s sub-

mergence in these new re l a t i o n-

ships and/or its assumption of

n ew and nontraditional roles can

blur its once clear identity.

W h a t e ver loss that might entail,

h owe ve r, may be more than

compensated for by the incre a s e

in effectiveness it can there by

a c h i e ve. He re, I think, our

American experience in work i n g

c o l l a b o r a t i vely is ve ry much in

a c c o rd with the British experi-

ence as described in A Common

We a l t h, David Anderson’s 1997

re p o rt to the De p a rtment of

National He r i t a g e :

“ Pa rtnerships allow museums

to extend the boundaries of what

is possible: to share risks, acquire

re s o u rces, reach new audiences,

obtain complementary skills,

i m p rove the quality of serv i c e ,

a c h i e ve projects that would have

o t h e rwise been impossible, ac-

q u i re validation from an exter-

nal source, and win community

and political support . ”

A third consequence—one

that our time-traveller Rip Va n

Recluse may not find so conge-

nial—is internal. It pertains to

h ow museums are staffed and

h ow their operating budgets allo-

cated. When collections we re at

the core of the museum’s con-

cern, the role played by those in

charge of the collection—keep-

ers in your country, curators in

mine—was dominant. In Ame-

rican museums, curators we re lit-

erally the resident princes. Wi t h

the evolution of the outward l y -

focused, public-service museum,

curators have been forced to

s h a re some part of their author-

ity with a range of other spe-

cialists: first with museum

educators, and more re c e n t l y

with exhibition planners, with

public programmers, and eve n

with marketing and media spe-

cialists. As with their authority,

so with their budgets. As the

m u s e u m’s focus is re d i rected out-

w a rd, an increasing share of its

operating costs, part i c u l a r l y

salaries, must concurrently be

d i ve rted away from the acquisi-

tion, study and care of collec-

tions and tow a rd other functions.

In many American museums this

has sometimes been a bumpy

t r a n s i t i o n — p ower is not always

relinquished graciously, even by

o t h e rwise gracious museum

people—and one with still some

distance to go. 

The fourth of these conse-

quences also has budgetary con-

sequences. It is the urgent need

for museums to develop and

implement new assessment tech-

niques by which to evaluate the

overall impact of their pro g r a m s

on both individuals and com-

munities. Not only will this 

be expensive, but museums also

begin with a tremendous handi-

c a p. Because outcome-based eva l-

uation has its roots in the social

s e rvice area where results can usu-

ally be quantified, this kind of

e valuation presents part i c u l a r

p roblems not only to museums

As the museum redefines its central purpose from inward to outward— f r o m

amassing a collection to providing a public service—it finds itself being draw n

into collaboration with, or at times even exch a n ging functions with, a broad

range of other community-based service organiza-

tions whose purposes are similar.
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but also to certain other public

s e rvice organizations—re l i g i o u s

bodies, liberal arts colleges, envi-

ronmental lobbyists—whose pro-

gram outcomes may not be

readily susceptible to statistical

or other measure m e n t .

In contrast, for example, to a

d rug rehabilitation program or

a prenatal nutrition pro g r a m —

both of which might pro d u c e

clearly measurable outcomes

within less than a ye a r — t h e

impact of a museum tends to

be subtle, indirect, fre q u e n t l y

c u m u l a t i ve over time, and often

i n t e rtwined with the impacts of

such other sources of formal and

informal educational experiences

as schools, churches and va r i o u s

social and affinity groups. Mu s e -

ums will not only have to edu-

cate themselves as to how their

impact can be captured and

described. They will also have

to educate those to whom they

may be accountable as to what

may and may not be possible in

rendering their accounts. Da u n t -

ing as those tasks may be, they

will be essential. It is pre c i s e l y

because the value of what a

museum can add to a commu-

n i t y’s well-being may not be as

self-evident as is that prov i d e d

by the drug or prenatal pro-

gram that developing a cre d i b l e

means to re p o rt that value is so

i m p o rtant. 

The fifth and final of these 

consequences is—to my mind —

the most critical. It concerns the

need to define institutional pur-

poses more clearly and, having

once defined them, to make

those purposes the consistent

backbone of eve ry activity that

the museum undertakes. T h e

logic here is basic. Under the

impact of these two re vo l u t i o n s ,

institutional effectiveness will be

the key to continued public sup-

p o rt. In the absence of some clear

sense of what a museum intends

to achieve, howe ve r, it is simply

impossible to assess its effective-

ness—impossible to evaluate how

its actual achievements compare

with its int-ended ones. That a

clear sense of purpose was basic

to a museum’s organizational

well-being was something alre a d y

understood—if only instinc-

t i ve l y — by the early pro p o n e n t s

of the outward l y - d i rected muse-

um. In a paper presented to the

British museums association

when it met in Newcastle back

in 1 8 9 5, the Sm i t h s o n i a n’s Ge o r g e

Brown Goode made that ve ry

point. “Lack of purpose in muse-

um work,” he said, “leads in a

most conspicuous way to a waste

of effort and to partial or com-

plete failure . ”

One source of difficulty for

American museums has been a

tendency to confuse museum

purposes with museum func-

tions. In the book on mission

statements that Gail Anderson

edited for the American Assoc-

iation of Museums this past ye a r,

she points out that there is no

way in which a museum that

describes its intentions solely in

terms of the activities it plans to

u n d e rtake—that it will collect,

p re s e rve, and interpret X or Y o r

Z—can be qualitatively eva l u-

ated. In the absence of any sense

of just what it hopes to accom-

plish and whom it hopes to ben-

efit through those activities, such

a museum simply appears to be

spinning in space with no goal,

perhaps, but its own surv i va l .

This is where Rip Van Re c l u s e

might find himself most part i c-

ularly puzzled. When he fell

asleep in his museum all those

years ago, its purpose wasn’t a

question. In the mainstream for-

mulation, a museum didn’t need

a reason to be. It just was. No

m o re. This second re volution is

establishing purpose as eve ry

i n s t i t u t i o n’s starting point—the

first premise from which eve ry

institutional argument must

h e reafter pro c e e d .

When we finally do turn,

then, to see what the possible

purposes of museum might be,

what we find shining thro u g h

is the incomparable richness of

this field in which we work. In

the range of purposes that they

can pursue—in the range of the

community needs which they

can meet: educational needs and

spiritual ones, social and phys-

ical needs, psychological and

economic ones—museums are

Museums will not only have to

educate themselves as to how

their impact can be captured and

d e s c ri bed. They will also hav e

to educate those to whom they

may be accountable as to what

may and may not be possible in

their accounts.
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among the most re m a rk a b l y

flexible organizational types that

a modern society has ava i l a b l e

for its use. Museums can pro-

vide forms of public service that

a re all but infinite in their va r i-

e t y. Museums can inspire indi-

vidual achievement in the art s

and in science, they can serve to

s t reng-then family and other per-

sonal ties, they can help com-

munities to achieve and maintain

social stability, they can act as

a d vocates or play the role of

m e d i a t o r, they can inspire re s p e c t

for the natural enviro n m e n t ,

they can generate self-respect and

mutual respect, they can pro-

vide safe environments for self-

exploration, they can be sites for

informal learning, and ever so

much more. In eve ry re a l m ,

museums can truly serve as

places to re m e m b e r, as places to

d i s c ove r, as places to imagine.

Back in 1978, the American

Association of Museums elected

Dr. Kenneth St a r r, then the head

of the Milwaukee Public Mu s e -

um, as its President. Earlier in

his care e r, Starr had been a scholar

of Chinese art and, almost inva r i-

ably in the course of a public

a d d ress, he would remind his lis-

teners that the Chinese ideogram

for crisis was a combination of

the symbols for danger and

o p p o rt u n i t y. If these re vo l u t i o n s

at which we have been looking—

f rom an inwardly focused

museum to an externally focused

one, from a museum whose

w o rth might be accepted on faith

to one re q u i red to demonstrate

its competence and render a pos-

i t i ve account of its achieve-

ments—if these re volutions can

in any sense be thought to have

t r i g g e red a crisis, then we might

well conclude by asking the two

re l e vent questions in eve ry crisis:

W h e re is the danger? W h e re is

the opport u n i t y ?

For the American museum, I

think, the danger is that it may

slide back into its old Rip Va n

Recluse collection-centered ways

and there by render itself irre l e-

vant. In our American system of

t h i rd-sector priva t e l y - g ove r n e d

n o t - f o r - p rofit organizations, there

a re no safety nets for worn-out

institutions. Museums can fail,

and they will fail if and when

nobody wants to support them

any longer. And the opport u n i t y ?

The opport u n i t y, I think, is for

the museum to seize this mo-

ment—to use it, first, as the occa-

sion to think through and clarify

its institutional purposes and then,

second, to go on from there to

d e velop the solid managerial tech-

niques and strategies that will

a s s u re its ability to accomplish

those purposes in a demonstrable

and consistent way. 

Be f o re he fell asleep, Rip Va n

Recluse may well have felt some

pride about the good place in

which he worked, the impor-

tant people who supported it,

perhaps even about its fine col-

lection and imposing build-

ing. To d a y, though, two

re volutions later, the pride that

we, as museum workers, can

take is of a different and, I

think, a higher ord e r. It is the

pride of being associated with

an enterprise that has so pro-

found a capacity to make a

p o s i t i ve difference in the qual-

ity of individual lives, an enter-

prise that can—in so many sig-

nificant ways and in so many

re m a rkably different ways—

enrich the common we l l - b e i n g

of our communities. Those are

the possibilities that these two

re volutions have released to us.

It’s up to us now to make the

most of them.

The fifth and final of these consequence is

the most critical. It concerns the need to

define institutional purposes more clearly

and, having once defined them, making those

purposes the consistent back bone of every

activity that the museum undertakes.
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For those of us who work in libraries, who educate

those who work in them and who use and support

them in a variety of ways, the value of libraries goes

without saying. We believe they are a public good.

We believe that libraries positively influence student

achievement, contribute to the corporate bottom line,

fuel research, support community development,

improve the quality of life, further education from

cradle to gr ave and contribute to personal be t t e r-

ment. We’ve long held that one of the best invest-

ments of public funds is in libraries and that the key

to personal improvement and success is a library

card. But no matter how fervent our beliefs about

the value of libraries, our belief system offers the

weakest of responses when presented with the clas-

sic evaluation question: What difference does it make?

it MAKE?
What difference does
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For many years, academic,

school, and public libraries have

contributed to data-gathering

e f f o rts administered by the

National Center for Education

Statistics. Libraries collect and

report a variety of data to meet

specific needs: to respond to sur-

veys, to prepare annual reports,

to measure pro g ress tow a rd

objectives, to assess the extent

to which the library meets stan-

d a rds, to support long-range

planning and budgeting, etc.

Librarians have also become

increasingly adept at measuring

programs and services through

inputs (resources) and outputs

(products). Basic “counting up”

processes (e.g., circulation, lib-

rary visits, program attendance)

have been fine-tuned by draw-

ing relationships between out-

puts and other variables (e . g .,

circulation per capita, collection

turnover rate, registration as a

p e rcent of population). Bu t

these current kinds and leve l s

of measurement are insufficient

to enable librarians to answe r

this larger question: What is

the impact on program partic-

ipants and service recipients?

Fu rt h e r, as library pro g r a m s

and services continue to evo l ve ,

the staples of our measure m e n t

system re veal their inadequacies.

In a world in which virt u a l

l i b r a ry visits are as important as

door counts, electronic docu-

ments re t r i e ved are as numer-

ous as circulation and on-line

information literacy tutorials are

replacing face-to-face biblio-

graphic instruction, measure-

ment must reflect the new

o rd e r. Even as the “c o u n t i n g

u p” processes evo l ve to match

the new shape of library pro-

grams and services, the question

of results remains. 

How can we move beyond the

c u r rent system of measure m e n t

to get at the ve ry heart of the

purpose and value of libraries

c a p t u red in American Library

Association slogan, “Libraries

Change Live s”?  We believe that

libraries have a profound impact

on individuals, institutions and

communities. How can we engi-

neer a measurement system that

will verify our intuition?  In my

v i ew, we must measure outcomes.

The interest in ve r i f y i n g

impact and achieving results does

not stem merely from an attempt

to better understand the effect

of library programs and serv i c e s

on users. Nationwide, pro g r a m

p e rformance and re s u l t s - b a s e d

planning, budgeting and public

re p o rting are becoming the

norm. A growing number of

states, counties and cities are

adopting new planning and bud-

geting processes that focus on

accountability and closely link

the allocation of re s o u rces with

d i rect impact on people serve d .

This change in government focus

is being fueled by public senti-

ment: voters want their elected

officials to find some other way

to solve problems than simply

asking them to pay higher taxe s .

Ta x p a yers are becoming incre a s-

ingly reluctant to accept the

status quo.

With the passage of the

Government Pe rformance and

Results Act (GPRA) in 1993,

the huge federal bure a u c r a c y

began to move toward an out-

come-oriented structure for ser-

vice delive ry and assessment.

Among the purposes of GPRA

are these: (1) to “improve the

confidence of the American

people in the capability of the

Federal Government, by sys-

tematically holding Fe d e r a l

agencies accountable for achiev-

ing program results” and (2) to

“ i m p rove Federal program effec-

t i veness and public account-

ability by promoting a new

focus on results, service quality,

and customer satisfaction.” 

In growing numbers, serv i c e

p roviders, governments, other

funders and the public are call-

ing for clearer evidence that the

re s o u rces they expend actually

p roduce benefits for people.

We believe that libraries have a
profound impact on individuals,
institutions, and communities.
H ow can we engineer a mea-
surement system that will veri f y
our intuition?



19

The interest in verifying impact
and achieving results does not stem
merely from an attempt to be t t e r
understand the effect of library

p r o grams and services on users.
N a t i o nwide, program perform a n c e
and results-based planning, bud-
geting, and public reporting are
becoming the norm .

With expectations for account-

ability rising and re s o u rces being

s q u e ezed between demands for

reduced taxes and needs for

i n c reased services, librarians

must be able to demonstrate the

d i f f e rence programs make by

measuring the impact they have

on the people they serve .

The United Way of America

has lead the movement tow a rd

outcome measurement thro u g h

a project aimed at gradually

bringing all human service agen-

cies and organizations which

re c e i ve United Way funding into

compliance with outcome mea-

s u rement. It should be noted

that the United Way outcome

model was crafted with input

f rom a task force that re p re-

sented local United Wa y s ,

national human service organi-

zations, foundations, corpora-

tions, and academic and re s e a rc h

institutions. In addition, pro-

gram directors from twe n t y -

t h ree national health, human

s e rvice, and child and family ser-

vice organizations provided in-

put. The model was tested by

local human service organiza-

tions and their experience thor-

oughly re v i ewed with an eye to

i m p roving the pro c e s s .

The prime motivation for this

c o o rdinated effort is best ex-

p ressed in the article by J.

Gregory Dees cited by Stephen

Weil. In “Enterprising No n -

profits” Dees speaks to the very

core of accountability and out-

come measurement: “In an ideal

world, social enterprises would

re c e i ve funding and attract

resources only when they pro-

duced their intended social

impact—such as alleviating pov -

e rty in a given area, re d u c i n g

d rug abuse, delivering high-

quality education, or conserv-

ing natural resources.”

Although Dees is re f e r r i n g

specifically to nonprofit social

enterprises, his link betwe e n

re s o u rces and the success of mis-

s i o n - related activities is especially

i m p o rtant. In the library world,

links have traditionally been

made between re s o u rces and out-

puts. As long as populations to

be served we re growing, circ u l a-

tion was increasing, and re f e r-

ence questions continued rising,

requesting increased re s o u rces to

handle the challenge of incre a s-

ing outputs made sense. Fu rt h e r,

libraries have long occupied a

place of respect within those

democratic traditions that are

uniquely American. So, re q u i r-

ing proof of results is seen by

some as a frontal assault on a

good and worthy institution that

should not have to justify itself.

“ Doing good deeds” is justifi-

cation enough. While there was

a time when that argument

might have been sufficient, today

that is no longer the case.

In order to judge the useful-

ness of the outcomes model in

a library setting, it is first

i m p o rtant to understand the

model itself. It is also impor-

tant to understand pre c i s e l y

what is meant by the term “o u t-

come,” which has a very par-

ticular meaning here. At the

heart of the process is the con-

s t ruction of a logic model, a

diagram of how a pro g r a m
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w o rks theore t i c a l l y. The logic

model is a self-contained des-

cription of the components of

the program. Nu m e rous va r i a-

tions of the model have evo l ve d ,

but for United Wa y, these

i n c l u d e :

In p u t s — Re s o u rces dedicated

to or consumed by a pro g r a m

(e . g ., money, staff, vo l u n t e e r s ,

facilities, library materials,

e q u i p m e n t ) .

Activities—What the pro-

gram does with the inputs to

fulfill its mission  (e . g ., conduct

s t o ry times, after-school home-

w o rk clinics, summer re a d i n g

p rograms, parent education

classes, information literacy

c l a s s e s ) .

Ou t p u t s — Di rect products of

p rogram activities, usually mea-

s u red in terms of work accom-

plished  (e . g ., number of story

time attendees, number of stu-

dents attending after-school

h o m ew o rk clinics, number of

p a rent education classes taught,

number of children part i c i p a t-

ing in summer reading pro-

gram, number attending in-

formation literacy classes).

Ou t c o m e s — Benefits or chan-

ges for individuals or populations

during or after participating in

p rogram activities, including new

k n owledge, increased skills, chan-

ged attitudes or values, modified

b e h a v i o r, improved condition,

or altered status (e . g ., number of

c h i l d ren who learned a finger

play during story time,  number

of parents who indicated that

they gained new knowledge or

skills as a result of parent edu-

cation classes, number of students

whose grades improved after

h o m ew o rk clinics, number of

c h i l d ren who maintained re a d-

ing skills over the summer as a

result of a summer reading pro-

gram, number of people who

re p o rt being better able to access

and use networked information

after attending information liter-

acy classes).

While outcome measure-

ment may at first seem ve ry

d i f f e rent from the traditional

p rogram or service model, in

fact it incorporates all of the

elements of traditional library

m e a s u rement (inputs, activities,

outputs) while adding only the

element of outcomes. Clearly,

outcomes can be a powe rf u l

tool for planning and improv-

ing programs and serv i c e s .

Demonstrating the effective-

ness of programs and serv i c e s

can benefit a library in the

f o l l owing ways:

◗ Outcomes can be a power-

ful tool for communucating

program and service bene-

fits to the community.

◗ Outcomes can be a power-

ful tool for demonstrating 

accountability and justifying

funding needs to funders 

and resource allocators.

◗ Outcomes can be a tool for

building partnerships and 

promoting community col-

labortions.

◗ Outcomes can help deter-

mine which programs and 

sevices should be expanded 

or replicated.

◗ Outcomes can be a tool 

for singling out exemplary

programs and services for 

recognition.

Even though the United Wa y

model was designed specifically

for health and human serv i c e s

While outcome measurement may

at first seem very different from

the traditional program or service

model, in fact it incorporates all

of the elements of traditional

library measurement (inputs, acti-

vities, outputs) while adding only

the element of outcomes.
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organizations and agencies, it is

highly transferable to the library

e n v i ro n m e n t . The same elements

apply: the need is identified, pro-

gram options for meeting the

needs are evaluated, and re s o u r -

ces are brought together to

implement the option selected.

Despite differences in activities

for the library and the human

s e rvice agency, both intend that

p a rticipants be better off some-

h ow after participating in the

p rogram. Although it is neces-

s a ry to tailor training materials

to library activities and prov i d e

re l e vant examples, the funda-

mentals of the model are entire l y

applicable to library pro g r a m s

and serv i c e s .

While libraries can gain many

benefits from outcome measure-

ment, some potential pro b l e m s

must be re c o g n i zed. Eva l u a t i o n

is not a trivial undertaking, and

outcome measurement is cer-

tainly no exception. It re q u i re s

staff skill and attention that 

may be a challenge for smaller

libraries. Howe ve r, the logic

model itself can offer some

much-needed support. By bring-

ing together on a single page all

aspects of a program or serv i c e ,

it becomes a microcosm into

which all program elements have

been reduced to their essence.

The simplicity of the logic model

is perhaps its best feature, espe-

cially for smaller libraries.

Some librarians fear that their

traditional relationship with

users may prohibit the kind of

user-based reporting and verifi-

cation that is needed to demon-

strate outcomes. One of the

great features of libraries is that

they serve people indiscrimi-

nately. Librarians are very keen

on honoring the privacy of users

and asking only for information

that helps them accurately nego-

tiate a request for assistance. Bu t

in order to find out if changes

have occurred as a result of par-

ticipating in a library program

or service, it may be necessary

to ask for information that is

not generally considered re l e-

vant to a user’s interaction with

the library.

Of course, some outcomes can

simply be observed. In an earlier

example, one possible outcome

was that the child learned a new

finger play from library story

time. This short-term outcome,

a new skill, can be observed fairly

e a s i l y. Howe ve r, if one wants to

k n ow if an literacy program par-

ticipant has gained employ m e n t

as a result of the program, or if

p a rticipation in an after-school

h o m ew o rk clinic has helped a

middle school student improve

grades, more in-depth informa-

tion will be re q u i red. This is not

p a rt of the traditional re l a t i o n-

ship between libraries and their

users, which maintains a re s p e c t-

ful distance from the purposes of

a user’s request for information

or services. 

T h e re is nothing inherent in

outcome measurement that would

re q u i re librarians to violate the

code of ethics that governs their

relationship with users. So m e

librarians, howe ve r, may see

requesting impact information

f rom users as a breech of this

code. The focus of the library is

on the interaction itself, re q u i r-

ing the library staff member to

elicit only as much information

as will link the user with the

requested information. Howe ve r,

if determining the results of a pro-

gram will help ensure funding

which will then reap benefits for

additional users, involving users

in vo l u n t a ry program outcome

assessment is a most va l u a b l e

u n d e rtaking and should not be

However, if determining the results of a program will help ensure

funding which will then reap benefits for additional users, involv-

ing users in voluntary program outcome assessment is a most

valuable undertaking and should not be 

seen as a violation of their right to privacy.
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seen as a violation of their right

to priva c y.

It is important to re a l i ze that

one does not have to measure

e ve rything all of the time. Ou t -

comes measurement can be

applied to selected programs and

s e rvices. It is recommended that

a library start small and apply

the model to a contained pro-

gram that the library staff has

g reat familiarity with, to mini-

m i ze the slope of the learning

c u rve. It may also be easier to

s t a rt out applying outcome mea-

s u rement to only one part of a

p rogram. For example, if the

l i b r a ry is implementing a family

literacy program, it may be more

useful to apply the model to the

adult literacy portion of the pro-

gram or to the parent education

p a rt of the program. In the

United Way vo c a b u l a ry, these

p rogram parts that may be mea-

s u red independently are called

“outcome tracks.” 

It is also perfectly acceptable

to apply outcome measurement

to a program one time and to

continue to use the results as a

basis on which to build long-

range plans, budgets, etc. Fo r

example, if outcome measure-

ment has demonstrated that

80% of school-age children who

p a rticipated in the summer

reading program maintained

their reading skills over the

summer, it is not necessary to

re-test that finding each sum-

mer. Periodic reevaluation is a

good idea in order to ve r i f y

that a long-term program is

continuing to have the desired

results or outcomes, howe ve r,

outcome measurement does not

have to be done continually.

It is also possible that out-

come measurement conducted

on a statewide level can prov i d e

substantiation for pro g r a m s

implemented in local libraries. If

it can be demonstrated at the

state level that an early inter-

vention program such as “Born

to Re a d” has significant impact

on the lives of parents and their

young children, then those re s u l t s

can be used locally to support

requests for local gove r n m e n t

funding or private funding. T h e

transferability of state outcomes

to local programs would va l i d a t e

the potential of those local

e f f o rts. 

It is important to re m e m b e r

that outcome-based measure-

ment does not imply that the

l i b r a ry is claiming sole re s p o n-

sibility for the change in the live s

of program participants or ser-

vice recipients. We all know that

influences on human be-havior

a re far more complex and that

changes occur frequently as a

result of a great number of fac-

tors acting upon an individual.

What the library can and should

claim is that it has made a sig-

nificant contribution to helping

people change in some way. We

k n ow this result happens

(libraries do change lives!); out-

come measurement can help us

p rove it.

The United Way logic model

f e a t u res three categories of out-

comes: initial, intermediate, and

longer-term. Initial outcomes are

those benefits or changes that

occur during program part i c i p a-

tion. Intermediate outcomes are

those that occur a few months

into the program up until a few

months after the participant is

no longer invo l ved in the pro-

gram. Longer-term outcomes are

those that occur some time after

p a rticipation in the pro g r a m .

While longer-term outcomes may

re q u i re the kind of longitudinal

study that few libraries are

equipped to handle, most lib-raries

should be able to track initial and

intermediate outcomes fairly easily.

Since libraries do not always have

long-term relationships with pro-

gram participants, they may have

no effective mechanism for track-

ing program participants ove r

time. Thus, most libraries will

focus on initial and intermediate

outcomes more effectively than on

longer-term outcomes.

What the library can and should

claim is that it helps people ch a n g e

in some way. We know this result

happens (libraries do change lives!);

outcome measurement can help us

p r ove it.
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Outcome measures can be a

tremendous planning boon for

libraries and a guide to re s o u rc e

allocation. Every program has

a variety of activities that are

conducted as the program is

implemented. T h rough mea-

suring program outcomes, pro-

gram planners and imple-

menters can learn a great deal

about what works and what

d o e s n’t work—what activities

lead to higher levels of outcome

a c h i e vement than others. In this

way, staff can begin to target

resources to those activities that

are more effective.

With the support of the

Institute of Museum and Library

Se rvices, an increasing number

of State Library Agencies and

recipients of National Leader-

ship Grant awards are beginning

to re c e i ve training in outcome

m e a s u rement and encourage-

ment to apply this system of eva l-

uation to programs funded by

the federal Library Se rvices and

Technology Act. As these agen-

cies and organizations gain expe-

rience in applying outcome

m e a s u rement to library pro-

mitted our life’s work to the

i m p rovement of libraries are

continually frustrated with our

lack of ability to effectively “tell

the library story.” While it

would much more convenient

if the worth of libraries was

simply accepted on faith by uni-

versity presidents, county com-

missioners, city managers, and

school boards, that is frequently

not the case. Outcome mea-

s u rement has the potential to be

a powerful tool to help us sub-

stantiate the claims we know to

be true about the impact of

libraries in our institutions and

in our society. Will it be an

easy road to travel? No, but it

will absolutely be worth the trip!

Outcome measurement has the

potential to be a powerful tool

to help us substantiate the claims

we know to be true about the

impact of libraries in our insti-

tutions and in our society. Will

it be an easy road to trav e l ?

No, but it will absolutely be

worth the trip!

grams, their experiences need to

be shared broadly with the library

c o m m u n i t y. T h rough the know l-

edge and experience of early

adopters, the value of outcome

m e a s u rement can be tested in a

variety of library and pro g r a m

settings and a body of “best prac-

t i c e s” can begin to evo l ve .

Those of us who have com-
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Bond, Sally L., Boyd, Sally E., and Rapp, Kathleen A. (1997). Ta k i n g

St o c k : A Practical Guide to Evaluating your own Pro g ra m s . Chapel Hi l l ,

N.C.: Ho r i zon Re s e a rch, Inc., 111 Cloister Court, Suite 220, Chapel

Hill, NC 27514, 919-489-1725 ($25.00, pb). This manual was deve l-

oped for community-based science education initiatives through fund-

ing from the De Witt Wa l l a c e - Readers Digest Fund. Pa rt i c i p a t i n g

advisors included the Association of Science-Technology Centers and

the National Science Foundation. Available via Ac robat PDF at

< h t t p : / / w w w. h o r i zo n - re s e a rch.com/publications/stock.pdf> as of Ap r i l

17, 2000. 

Institute of Museum and Library Se rvices (1999). Ou t c o m e - Ba s e d

Evaluation for IMLS-Funded Projects for Li b raries and Mu s e u m s . C o n t a c t

K a ren Mo t y l ewski, Institute of Museum and Library Se rvices (IMLS),

1100 Pe n n s y l vania Avenue, NW, Washington, DC 20560, 202-606-

5551, e-mail <kmotylew s k i @ i m l s . g ov>. This brief introduction for

IMLS grantees and proposers uses examples from library and museum

contexts. Available on request in paper or electronic ve r s i o n s .

Mika, Kristine L. (1996). Pro g ram Outcome Evaluation: A St e p - by - St e p

Handbook. Milwaukee, WI: Families International, Inc., 11700 We s t

Lake Pa rk Dr i ve, Milwaukee, WI 53224 ($13.95, pb). Available com-

m e rcially from various booksellers. 

Project STAR (no date). Su p p o rt and Training for Assessing Results. Sa n

Mateo, CA: Project St a r, 480 E. 4th Ave., Unit A, San Mateo, CA

94401-3349, 1-800-548-3656. A basic manual for outcome-based eva l-

uation produced by Project STAR under contract to the Corporation

for National Se rvice. Available via Rich Text Format or Ac robat PDF

at <http://www. p ro j e c t s t a r.org/> as of April 17, 2000. 

United Way of America. Measuring Pro g ram Outcomes: A Pra c t i c a l

Ap p ro a c h (1996). Alexandria, VA: United Way of America, 701 No rt h

Fa i rfax St reet, Alexandria, VA 22314, 703-836-7100 or

< h t t p : / / w w w. u n i t e d w a y. o r g / o u t c o m e s / p u b l c t n s . h t m # It0989> ($5.00,

spiral bound, to not-for-profit organizations). De veloped by Un i t e d

Way for its grantees, this manual led the movement to outcome-

based evaluation by funders of not-for-profit organizations. Se e

< h t t p : / / w w w. u n i t e d w a y.org/outcomes/publctns.htm> for other pert i-

nent United Way publications, some available via Ac robat PDF or

Rich Text Fo r m a t .

W.K. Kellogg Foundation Evaluation Ha n d b o o k (Ja n u a ry 1998). Ava i l a b l e

via Ac robat PDF at <http://www. w k k f. o r g / Pu b l i c a t i o n s / e va l h d b k /

default.htm> as of April 17, 2000. 

PC Ma g a z i n e has published re v i ews (“Ed i t o r’s Choice,” Fe b ru a ry 8,

2000) of software tools for Web-based surveys that some programs 

may find useful. See <http://www. zd n e t . c o m / p c m a g / s t o r i e s / re v i ew s /

0,6755,2417503,00.html> as of April 17, 2000.

Sage Publications, Inc., 2455 Teller Road, Thousand Oaks, CA

91320, 805-499-0721 or <www. s a g e p u b.com> is a commercial pub-

lisher that specializes in publications on evaluation and related sub-

jects. They offer many titles that cover aspects of evaluation in detail.

If outcome-based and other
formal program evaluation
methods are new to yo u r
institution, many ex c e l l e n t
publications are ava i l a b l e
to introduce them. This list
is offered as a resource, and
is not  limiting or ex c l u-
sive. While terminology dif-
fers from publication to
publication, basic concepts
are very similar. With the
exception of IMLS’s brief
introduction, the following
resources draw ex a m p l e s
from educational and social
service settings, but many
are readily applicable to
typical goals of library and
museum programs. Many of
the titles below are ava i l a b l e
at no cost online.

RESOURCES
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