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If you are reading 
this magazine, 
you know that competition for 
museum resources is increasingly 
tough. A relatively small group of 
funders is flooded with requests 
from many worthy endeavors. To 
help in the decision process, many 
funders now require museums to 
demonstrate relevance and impact 
with evidence-based data. 

When museums talk about 
making an impact, that often cov-
ers the educational, economic, and 
social realms. Of the three, social 
impact is perhaps the most difficult 
to measure with data-based evi-
dence. Americans for the Arts and 
the UK’s Museums Association 
have done extensive work gather-
ing research and case studies that 
document the social impact of 
arts and museums. And in August 
2018, the Institute of Museum 
and Library Services announced a 
project to measure, on a national 
level, the conditions under which 
museums and libraries contribute 
to quality of life and well-being in 
the communities they serve. 

Demonstrating social impact 
is similarly on the minds of 
museum professionals in Utah. 
In 2017, Utah Division of Arts & 
Museums (UDAM) partnered with 
Thanksgiving Point, a multi- 
museum complex in Lehi, Utah, to 
conduct a pilot study to determine 
what social impact the state’s muse-
ums have on the communities they 
serve. The goal of the study, which 

is still in progress, is to develop a 
tool that measures how attending 
Utah’s museums can improve 
family and personal well-being, 
health, relationships, empathy 
toward others, knowledge, and 
understanding of one’s community 
and others in it. 

The Study’s Catalyst
Strong partnerships are valuable 
in a major undertaking such as 
a social impact study. UDAM 
has tapped into the experience of 
Thanksgiving Point, a farm, garden, 
and museum complex along Utah’s 
rapidly growing Wasatch Front. 

In 2015, inspired by the success 
of the Cincinnati Museum Center’s 
2014 economic impact study, 
Thanksgiving Point retained an 
outside consulting firm to conduct 
a similar study. The firm also 
recommended a social impact 
study to paint a holistic picture of 
Thanksgiving Point’s impact in the 
community. 

Later in 2015 and into 2016, 
Thanksgiving Point partnered with 
a professor and graduate students 
from Brigham Young University’s 
Public Administration program 
to conduct the social impact 
study. The students worked with 
Thanksgiving Point to develop a 
logic model, a measurement tool, 
and a plan for carrying out the 
study. The study was designed to 
measure short-term outcomes 
that research has shown lead 
to long-term outcomes such as P
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UUtah is conducting a pilot study to show the social impact of the state’s museums.
By Stephen Ashton, Emily Johnson, Kari Ross Nelson, Jennifer Ortiz, and David Wicai 

IMPACT
Monte L. Bean Life Science Museum’s 
main exhibit hall in Provo, Utah 
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on that later). We also provided training for each 
participating museum on how to recruit participants. 
The museums were allowed to recruit both individuals 
who had attended their museums and those who had 
not. Participants would be allowed to visit their host 
museum at least three times, free of charge, within 
three months. 

A minimum of 40 survey responses were needed to 
perform tests of statistical 
significance for an individ-
ual site. We suggested that 
each host museum aim to 
recruit 100 participants to 
allow for attrition. We also 
discussed the logistics of 
monitoring the participants’ 

with funding solidified, UDAM and Thanksgiving 
Point formed a partnership to help Utah’s museums 
show their social impact. 

Getting to Work
The first phase of the study involved conducting a 
pilot with a small, representative group of museums 
from Utah. The goal of the first phase was threefold: 

1. demonstrate the social impact these museums 
have in the community;

2. test the validity of the social impact measure-
ment tool; 

3. and discover the time, effort, and money re-
quired by UDAM and participating museums 
to conduct this kind of study.

The second phase, anticipated to begin in summer 
2019, will use findings from the pilot to determine the 
best ways to expand this project throughout the state 
and ultimately create a tool for museums—from our 
small, volunteer-run historical societies to our large, 
accredited museums—to use independently.

One of the first steps UDAM took in customizing 
Thanksgiving Point’s study was to re-create the logic 
model governing the study. Thanksgiving Point has 
a very nuanced and thoughtful understanding of its 
own audience and mission, and the logic model from 
its earlier study reflected that. This project needed a 
logic model that reflected the varied audiences and 
goals of the museums throughout the state that would 
be invited to participate in the pilot. Together, UDAM 
and Thanksgiving Point drafted a logic model to share 
when recruiting museums to participate as host sites 
for the study.

In early 2018, UDAM staff began reaching out 
to museums across Utah to gauge their interest in 
participating in the study as host sites. The final cohort 
of eight museums reflects those UDAM classifies 
as both small and large (ranging from 1.5 to more 
than 50 employees). They are mostly located along 
the Wasatch Front (the most populous area of Utah) 
and include art, history, and life science museums; an 
aviary; a garden; and a planetarium. 

In June 2018, UDAM led an introductory training 
for the point people from each host site. Our research 
team worked with them to refine the logic model 
and corresponding end-of-experience survey (more 

stronger families, lower drug use, higher educational 
attainment, and a greater sense of health and well- 
being. These are, in turn, indicators of strong and 
healthy communities, which policy makers, legislators, 
and other grantors want. Thanksgiving Point hoped 
to share positive findings with these stakeholders and 
garner their support. 

Thanksgiving Point was pleased with the 
study’s findings, which demonstrated that it 
was indeed making a positive social impact 
with its visitors. Thanksgiving Point used these 
findings alongside the results of the economic 
impact study in a pamphlet that was given to 
Utah state legislators during both the 2016 and 
2017 legislative sessions. Over those two years, 
Thanksgiving Point received a total of $1.5 mil-
lion in state funding to support the construc-
tion of a fifth venue, the Butterfly Biosphere. 

In 2016, UDAM and Thanksgiving Point 
began discussions on partnering on a similar 
but larger social impact study that would 
involve museums across the state. Early in 2017, 

progress in a centralized database. In September, 
UDAM staff conducted on-site training at each of the 
host sites for the front-of-house staff who would be 
interacting with participants. This training covered 
questions they might field, the free admission for par-
ticipants, and using the shared data-tracking systems. 

Beginning in the fall of 2018, participants start-
ed visiting their host museums. Each participant 

Utah Division of Arts & 
Museums staff members 
Emily Johnson and 
David Wicai deliver 
a front-of-house 
training to staff at the 
Nora Eccles Harrison 
Museum of Art.

The one-
pager that 
Thanksgiving 
Point used to 
persuade Utah 
state legislators 
to provide 
funding for 
the Butterfly 
Biosphere.

The logic model 
that governed 
the first phase of 
the social impact 
study (the pilot).

Inputs Activities Outputs Short-Term  
Outcomes

Intermediate  
Outcomes

Long-Term  
Outcomes/Impacts

Provide Access to
• Lifelong learning 

opportunities
• Arts/history
• STEM topics
• Culture

Exhibits and 
programs 
for visitors to 
participate in

Content knowledge

School success

Making interpretations

Personal application

Stimulate inquiry,  
wonder, curiosity,  
and interest

Critical thinking

Conservation

Continued learning 
and engagement

Restorative

Self esteem

Participating in 
community activities

Recharge

Positive outlook

Involvement in community

Increased health and 
well-being

Altruism 

Empathy 

Communication

Perspective

Connection to community 
(belonging, perspective, 
place, sense, etc.)

Empathy

Social success/competence

Intercultural 
competence

Positive time spent  
with others

Care and concern  
for others

Strengthened social 
relationships

Strengthened family 
relationships

Strengthened 
relationships
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received a survey at the end of the 
three-month test period, after their 
three visits to their host museum. 
The survey measured more than 100 
indicators of social impact categorized 
and connected to the long-term 
impacts (see logic model on p. 29). 
Using a retrospective post-then-pre 
survey design—which allowed par-
ticipants to mark how they felt after 
visiting the museum and compare 
that to how they felt before visiting 
the museum—these indicators mea-
sured if there had been a statistically 
significant change in the intermediate 
outcomes listed on the logic model. 
These intermediate outcomes, accord-
ing to research, lead to the long-term 
outcomes/impacts on the logic model. 
The survey also included open-ended 
questions regarding the participants’ 
experiences and what they learned.

Considering the self-reported 
data and absence of a control group, 
we do not intend to claim causation 
with our findings. However, showing 
correlational change is still a strong 
argument. The second phase of the 
study will explore how to scale the study process to fit 
a variety of museum sizes. 

Lessons Learned So Far
Conducting a social impact study with museums of 
various sizes has had its challenges. Following are a 
few of the things we have learned along the way.

Partnerships can fill in the gaps. Partnering with 
Thanksgiving Point, with its research experience 
and prior similar study, strengthened the validity of 
UDAM’s work.

Communication is key—and time consuming! 
The research team knew that communicating with 
and organizing the eight host museums and their 
study participants would be challenging. UDAM was 
responsible for coordinating training, developing 
marketing materials, and managing participant con-
tact lists. Additionally, UDAM was responsible for all 

direct communication with study participants. This 
included thousands of emails related to accepting par-
ticipants, encouraging them to attend, and reminding 
them to complete the survey following their visits. 

Every museum has its own motivations. Some 
museums hope for audience data to help them 
determine future programming. Others want data 
about the impacts of their programming to help them 
make stronger arguments for funding. Still others 
want to investigate their place in their community 
and reflect on their mission in a data-driven way. It 
is important to understand these motivations and try 

PRELIMINARY  
STUDY 
FINDINGS 
As of February 4, 2019, 187 participants from the eight 

participating museums across Utah had completed the 

end-of-experience survey. Participants were asked to mark 

levels of change, if any, that occurred across 104 indicators 

using retrospective post-then-pre survey questions. These 

questions were compared using two-tailed paired t-tests and 

a 0.05 confidence interval. Of those 104 indicators: 

• 100 indicators (96.2 percent) had a statistically 

significant positive change, such as:

• I can see how exploration leads to learning.

• I challenge the way things are currently done.

• I often contemplate the positive aspects of my life.

• I learn new things from people who are different 

than me.

• I often engage in meaningful conversations with 

my friends and/or family members.

• I am motivated to learn about conservation.

• Only four (3.8 percent) did not have a statistically 

significant positive change.

The 104 indicators measured short-term impacts that 

lead to intermediate impacts. Those intermediate impacts, 

according to the literature review, lead to the following long-

term outcomes/impacts for museum visitors:

• Continued learning and engagement

• Increased health and well-being

• Intercultural competence

• Strengthened relationships

• Appreciation for the arts

• Appreciation for the sciences and conservation

“It makes me want to interact more with my community and 

people that are in my life,” wrote one participant, reflecting on 

how the museum visits changed interpersonal interactions. 

More results, including breakdowns among types of 

museums, number of visits to museums, and qualitative 

analysis of open-ended comments, will be shared at the 

upcoming 2019 AAM Annual Meeting session “Brace for 

Impact! Ideas for Measuring Museum Value.”
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to accommodate them, while also being clear about 
reasonable expectations from the data.

Museum size makes a difference. The research 
team designed the project so that UDAM would ad-
minister the study to make the project manageable for 
small museums with limited staff. Still, some smaller 
or more rural sites struggled to recruit participants. 
It is possible that to develop a universal tool, larger 
museums will need to do more of the early work.

Understanding and, more importantly, measuring 
an organization’s impact is an increasingly important 
topic across the cultural sector. Many funders, in-
cluding UDAM, give preference to organizations that 
can illustrate not only their economic, but also their 
social impact in the community. Developing a tool 
that all museums can use to do this is an increasingly 
valuable—and necessary—endeavor. 

Stephen Ashton, Ph.D., is the director of audience 

research and evaluation at Thanksgiving Point; 

Emily Johnson is museum services specialist at 

the Utah Division of Arts & Museums; Kari Ross 
Nelson is a research and evaluation associate at 

Thanksgiving Point; Jennifer Ortiz is manager of 

museum services at the Utah Division of Arts & 

Museums; and David Wicai is a marketing and data 

specialist at the Utah Division of Arts & Museums.

Americans for the Arts, Arts + Social 

Impact Explorer 

bit.ly/2GHZDHu

Museums Association, Museums Change 

Lives  

museumsassociation.org/museums-
change-lives/the-impact-of-museums

Cincinnati Museum Center, Quality of Life, 

Quality of Living: Economic & Community 

Benefits of Cincinnati Museum Center 

aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/
cincinnati-museum-center-economic.pdf
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Social impact study 
partners present 
the pilot project to 
the Utah Museums 
Association Annual 
Conference attendees 
in the fall of 2018. 


