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BRAIN SCIENCE

Source (adapted): Kahneman, D., 2011. Thinking, fast and slow. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.
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95% 5%
•	 Fast
•	 Unconscious
•	 Automatic
•	 Everyday decisions
•	 Error-prone

•	 Advertising
•	 Website
•	 Social media
•	 Post visit comms
•	 Your context,  

such as locaiton

•	 Slow
•	 Conscious
•	 Effortful
•	 Complex decisions
•	 Reliable

•	 Exhibitions
•	 In-person events
•	 Seminars

•	 Research
•	 Planning

W

Peter Drucker’s five essential  
questions apply to museums:

Source (adapted): Drucker, P.F., 2008. The five most important questions you will ever ask  
about your organization. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

what is your  
purpose?

who is your  
core audience?

what does your  
core audience value?

what are your  
results?

what is your plan?

Museums are subject to the  
same rules as all other brands.  
The dramatic disparity between  
SYSTEM 1 and SYSTEM 2 is  
hard to overstate and museums  
often falsely assume SYSTEM 2  
is operating when it is not.  
SYSTEM 1 dominates audience  
cognition at all times except  
when they are physically in the  
museum and engaged with an  
exhibition or program.
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Why do you exist? How do  
you coordinate your resources
and activities to carry out your  
purpose? Your brand should
operate in support of your  
purpose. To align your brand  
and purpose, have a clearly  
defined Brand Pyramid.

TOOL: BRAND  PYRAMID

What is your museum’s BRAND  
expressed as a single, simple,  
easily graspable idea? Does your 
Brand Idea support your purpose?

How does your museum’s behavior 
and culture align with its CORE  
VALUES? 
(note: if you have too many core values  
they are nearly impossible to align to)

WHO is the most important  
audiences for your museum &  
Why do they choose you?

How does your museum deliver  
value DIFFERENTLY from its  
competitors?
(note: competitors are everything from  
other museums to Nexflix)

WHAT is your museum expressed in  
a single easily graspable sentence?

what is your  
purpose? 5.
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Organizing your operations  
to deeply satisfy your core
audience is critical in building  
reputation. You can serve all
who come, but you must  
optimize for those who you  
have chosen as essential to  
your purpose.

who is your  
core  
audience?

TOOL: MARKETING TARGETS DIAGRAM market
Who you market to should not be  
confused with who you serve. You can 
serve a much broader audience that you 
can effectively market to. Marketing is 
only effective when focused. Generally, 
the more focused, the more effective. That 
said, even highly targeted marketing will 
sometimes speak to a broader audiences, 
but some audiences will require their own 
separate marketing efforts.

sales & service 
Who are you able to serve effectively? You 
cannot be optimized to serve everyone. 
Your reputation is dependent on DEEPLY 
SATISFYING those who you have chosen 
to serve. Only selectivity makes this deep 
satisfaction possible.

abandon
Because you cannot optimize for  
everyone, the strategic (and harsh)  
choice is to abandon the effort to  
attract extraneous audiences.
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what do they 

value?
TOOL: COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE DIAGRAM

A Competitive Advantage  
Diagram helps visualize an  
organization’s strengths and  
weaknesses relative to its  
competitors.

The list of emotional and  
practical drivers are plotted to  
better understand perception of  
the organization’s offer in the  
context of the competitive  
landscape as seen from the  
perspective of the audience.

The map is built entirely from  
the audience’s perspective, with  
no specialknowledge about the  
museum, it’s aspirations, or inner 
workings assumed.

It is very hard to see oneself as  
others do. Museums must make  
a concerted and sustained effort  
to collect and understand what  
thier audiences see as of value.  
This applies not only to the  
audiences you have already,  
but also those you wish to have.
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what are the  
results?

MEASUREMENT EXAMPLE:  
EXHIBITION CAMPAIGN ROI

Measurement is a weakness  
for all nonprofit organizations.  
To measure is to see the results  
of your work and to understand the 
deviations from what you expected. 
Rigorous measurement is easier to do 
if the organization has a constructive 
and nuanced understanding of failure. 
All projects are both a success and  
a failure, but the failure part has more 
to teach if examined closely.

TOOL: SEE FAILURE CLEARLY

Failure should be seen as a opportunity 
to learn and as such praised whenever 
surfaced and closely examined. There 
are three general categories of failure: 
basic, complex, and intelligent. Man-
agers should build a culture of comfort 
with respect to failure. 

BASIC FAILURES can and should be  
minimized with standard procedures,  
adequate training and rigorous attention  
to detail. 

COMPLEX FAILURES should be  
prevented where possible through vigilance 
and an openness to exposure before they 
escalate. They should also be subjected  
to close analysis and open discussion  
after they occur. 

INTELLIGENT FAILURES should be  
actively encouraged and seen as  
positive learning opportunities.

Source: Edmondson, A.C., 2023. Right kind of wrong: The science of failing well. New York: Atria Books.



what is the 

plan?
TOOL: FIVE ELEMENTS OF A GOOD PLAN TOOL: ABANDONMENT CRITERIA

It is difficult to abandon anything. Here are the 
things that all organizations following a plan that 
is genuinely strategic should learn to abandon.

the clutter 
There is always a natural build up of processes, 
programs, and activities. These need to be  
periodically revisited and purged of the non  
essential.

the misaligned 
Purpose and Core Values are highly effective 
guidance for the systematic reassessment of  
all processes, programs and activities. The  
museum must fix, abandon, or not initiate  
what is out of sync.

the good but ineffective 
Hard to see without rigorous measurement,  
but being demonstrably “good” is not enough.  
All processes, programs, and activities should 
also be required to prove effectiveness.

the good but not great  
This is the hardest category to abandon, but  
is essential to examine what is performing as 
expected because these things are consuming 
resources that could be applied to the truly  
extraordinary.

The plan must be strategic. This 
means that the first element of the 
plan is abandonment. Without the 
discipline of abandonment a plan 
is easily reduced to a laundry list 
of half measures. Abandonment 
clears the way for concentration
on what is truly important.

1.	 Abandonment
2.	 Concentration
3.	 Innovation
4.	 Risk-taking
5.	 Analysis

Source: Edmondson, A.C., 2023. Right kind of wrong: The science of failing well. New York: Atria Books.

This is a cycle of learning and 
continuous improvement that  
begins with what you are NOT 
going to do.




