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10 Steps to Awe-Inspiring Exhibits for Smaller Museums

In Starting Your Children’s Museum
How to Be Intentional
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Hi, I’m Peter, a museum consultant who is ready to help you take your 

planning to the next level.

As a specialist in the field of emerging children’s museums, I understand the pain 

points of getting started with a new exhibit or new space, and I’m here to walk you 

through it.

And I’m Jeff, an exhibit designer and fabricator with experience designing 

for smaller budgets and smaller footprints.

When you’re ready to create, my team works with yours to listen, brainstorm, and 

problem-solve our way from concept development all the way to exhibit fulfillment.

Don’t know all the steps to starting a children’s 
museum or where to begin?
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It’s never too late to become 
more intentional in your 

planning!

Where are you in the
starting-up process?

● An idea shared by the core founders
● Case statement or founding 

language is developed: vision, 
mission, audience, impacts, etc. 

● Delivering “pop-up” programming
● Actively fundraising or have 

launched a capital campaign
● Reached our fundraising goal
● Location is secured
● Building construction is or 

renovations are underway
● Exhibits are being planned or 

fabricated
● Opening date is set
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Key Concepts
Early steps that are key for emerging museum founders to 
maximize intentions from the start:

1. Team-up Intentionally (Recruitment & Meeting Outcomes)

2. Structure to be Intentional (Organizational Structure)

3. Working Intentionally (Strategic Action Planning)

4. Establish Intentional Foundational Language (Strategic Master Planning)

5. Develop an Intentional Visitor Experience (Interpretive Planning)
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Step 1:
Team-up Intentionally 

(Recruitment & 
Meeting Outcomes)

Intentionally recruit your Board for 

the right stuff!

Insight: Recruit to fill around 
your deficits
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Founding Board: Intentional Recruitment
Strategize precisely what you’re looking for:

● Time availability

● Resilience & grit

● Interpersonal & emotional intelligence

● Communications skills

● Technology expertise & resources

● Financial accounting

● Legal counsel

● Board governance experience

● Position & connections

● Fund development

● Early childhood

● Representation
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Founding Board: Intentional Board Meetings = Outcomes

● Regularly scheduled, standing meeting

● Agenda & minutes

● Tactics to get on the same page

● Shared vocabulary & messaging

● Prioritize strategic actions

● Assignments & accountability

● Leave meetings energized

● Have fun!
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Step 2:
Structure to be 

Intentional
(Organizational 

Structure)

Early activities and areas of work can 

be structured around what will 

become the museum’s 

“departments:”

● Board Governance

● Administration

● Finance

● Development

● Building & Exhibits

● Learning Experience Platforms

● Operations

● Marketing & Communications

Insight: Organizing your work early on 
leads to an intentional museum
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Structure to Be Intentional: Organize for Action

Insight: put focus on actions by structuring Agendas by 
departments instead of by committee

Structuring by department creates 
organizational alignment & efficiency

● Files & records

● Planning documents

● Budgets

● Meeting agendas

● Meeting minutes
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Step 3:
Working Intentionally
(Strategic Action Plan)

Articulate and vet the founders’ 

intentions in a working document to 

achieve what needs to get done over the 

next several months. Your Strategic 

Action Plan:

● Prioritizes objectives

● Assigns actions

● Projects timing over next six months

● Allocates resources & $$$

● Is ongoing and in-use weekly/daily

Outcomes: The Strategic Action Plan gives 

you a realistic approach to achieve 

essential priorities
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Strategic Action Plan Example: 
Down & Dirty Does the Trick

Insight:  Increase Board Meeting productivity by 
centering on the Strategic Action Plan
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Step 4:
Establish Intentional 

Foundational 
Language

(Strategic Master 
Plan)

Shared foundation language is essential 

to an intentional visitor experience:

● Vision

● Mission

● Values

● Commitment to community

● Audience

● Stakeholders

● Community assets

● Community challenges

● Sense of place/identity

● View of learning

● Who, what & why behind the effort

Pro-tip: start with the resources of the 
Association of Children’s Museums!
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Foundational Language: Mission, Vision, Values
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Foundational Language: Mission, Vision, Values

ACM Driving Principles prepared by Museum Planner Jeanne Vergeront:

● The vision is a compelling image of a realistic and attractive future for the museum 

that tells where it intends to go.

● The mission is a clear statement of the reason the museum exists - who it serves, 

what it contributes, how it delivers and why this is important.

● The values are the beliefs and behaviors that a museum must operationalize to 

fulfill its mission. 

Insight:  For stand-out foundational language, 
make it clearly rooted in your community 
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Foundational Language: Museum Experience Questionnaire

Request Museum Experience 
Questionnaire at:
Startingachildrensmuseum.com  
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Foundational Language: Give it a Dedicated Approach

Often determined through a broader planning processes

● Case Statement

● Strategic Plan

● Master Plan

● Learning Experience Framework

● Interpretive Plan

Insight:  Make it as much about the journey as 
the destination
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Master Planning: Learning Experience Framework

Sample Learning Experience Framework section
of a Strategic Master Plan
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Step 5: 
Develop an 

Intentional Visitor 
Experience

(Interpretive Planning) 

A robust Interpretive Plan sets the stage 

for your intentional visitor experience by 

consolidating early planning:

● Founding Board hopes & dreams

● Organization structure

● Foundational language

● Engaged stakeholders & community

● Strategic Action Plan

Outcomes:  An intentional visitor 

experience that keeps families coming 

back for more
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Intentional Visitor Experience: Study the Market

Studying market conditions can be important and telling in learning 

what your community wants, needs, and has capacity for:

● Fundraising potential

● Market competition

● Audience drive-times

● Demographics

Insight:  Studying market conditions can confirm or 
contradict early assumptions that formed your intentions
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Visitor Experience:  Exhibit Experience Conceptual Plan

Sample Interpretive Plan Section
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Wrap-up: Lessons Learned

● Allow the process the time it needs

● One size does not fit all, but intention is universal

● Intention creates a destination rather than a location
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startingachildrensmuseum.com
a joint venture between

Peter Olson Museum Planning, LLC and BrownKnows Design, LLC


