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A Vision for the Chicago History Museum
In the fall of 2006, the Chicago Historical 
Society marked its 150th anniversary 
with a new name—the Chicago History 
Museum—and a grand reopening of its 
building after a major renovation of more 
than 70 percent of the public space. New 
exhibitions and interpretive experiences, 
a robust schedule of programs, a new 
website, and a grand event space were 
intended to forge new relationships with 
the Museum’s audiences.

But time does not stand still, nor does our 
role as a public institution in a vibrant 
urban environment. Wanting to ensure a 

vital future for the new Chicago History 
Museum, President Gary T. Johnson 
organized a Visioning Committee shortly 
after the reopening. Composed of staff and 
trustees, the team was charged to imagine: 
“What can a history museum hope to be  
in ten years and beyond?”

Our vision for the Chicago History Museum  
is the culmination of a process of self-
reflection and discovery and is rooted in 
and inspired by our enduring core purpose 
and values. At the same time, it strives to 
capture our imagination and challenge us 
with bold aspirations for our future.

CHM needs a strong sense of itself  
and what it’s trying to do and who  
it’s trying to reach. 
CHM staff member

We should never want to be at status quo.    
CHM staff member



MOVING FORWARD
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DISCOVERY 
CREATIVITY 

EMPATHY
AUTHENTICITY 

INTEGRITY 
SERVICE

COLLABORATION

Charting a course to our future requires that we first know  
where and who we are in the present.

The Chicago History Museum’s workforce—trustees, staff, 
volunteers, and interns—represents a diverse pool of talents, 
professional experience, personalities, and backgrounds, yet we  
are united by a shared set of values. During an extensive period  
of reflection and many conversations between staff and members  
of the Visioning Committee, the committee identified these  
core values: discovery, creativity, empathy, authenticity, integrity, 
service, and collaboration. 

These values are at work in the Museum today, and we cannot 
imagine a future without them. Articulating these values gives 
us a common language as we work to express our identity and 
fulfill our vision. Drawing on these values in our daily work and 
demonstrating them to the public will enable us to build upon  
our existing strengths as we chart a course toward the future.

CORE VALUES



4 CORE VALUES

DISCOVERY

We value the “ah-hah” moment when a  
person makes a meaningful connection with 
the past, objects, ideas, Chicago, other people, 
and the world. We understand the thrill 
of discovery both at the scholarly and the 
personal level. We treasure these moments 
in our own work and strive to facilitate the 
public’s ability to make connections that add 
meaning and understanding to their lives.  
We believe that we have as much to learn  
from our audiences as they have to learn  
from us. Discovery can only be achieved  
when we embrace wonder and curiosity. 

Connections are what help people  
to manufacture their own meaning 
and motivates them to care.
CHM staff member

I believe that museums have the power  
to affect your curiosity, imagination,  
and sense of wonder; a good museum  
provokes questions.
CHM staff member

. . . Discovery is also the ongoing  
process of acquiring new knowledge,  
new insights, new approaches—
broadening one’s horizons.
CHM volunteer
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CREATIVITY

Creativity is the quality that allows us to 
take chances, try new things, and be original. 
Everything we do comes from a process of 
exploration, idea generation, and problem 
solving. People do their best work, learn 
better, and are at their happiest when they 
are allowed and encouraged to use their 
imaginations and turn their ideas into action. 
Creativity is a natural resource, ready to be 
tapped. Creativity drives us to generate new 
and innovative products and experiences  
and imagine different ways of meeting 
people’s needs and expectations.

I’m passionate about Chicago. I want to 
pass along that knowledge and passion  
to others. I need my creativity to make  
that happen, to reach new audiences.
CHM staff member

Creativity is important because it is about 
how to make history more interesting for 
visitors and more fun for visitors. Through 
working creatively, the Museum can come 
up with ways to present history that differs 
from what could be done in a book.
CHM staff member



Empathy is the ability to see things from  
other people’s perspectives and understand 
why that matters. Empathy is at the heart of 
our ability to get along, work collaboratively, 
and care about the stories of other people. 
Empathy is the emotional element that 
connects people to history. It inspires us to 
value different voices and makes us better 
historians, colleagues, and members of  
the civic community. It also enables us  
to anticipate rather than just respond  
to people’s needs and wishes.

6 CORE VALUES

EMPATHY

The biggest thing is to feel connected  
with the past and that people would 
understand themselves and others better. 
Empathy is the desired outcome. 
CHM staff member

I want to have a good experience,  
so I imagine others want the same thing. 
Our time is valuable, so we have to 
respect people’s time. 
CHM staff member



Authenticity means embracing and  
expressing one’s history and character,  
being genuine and true to one’s roots. 
Authenticity is unembellished, unfiltered,  
and demands impeccable scholarship.  
We believe that our ability to facilitate 
authentic experiences with the physical 
evidence of our past, the real city of Chicago, 
and real Chicagoans becomes all the  
more valuable in an era when technology  
puts so much questionable information  
at our fingertips. 
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AUTHENTICITY

We try to express history as it was, but  
I suppose we don’t know for sure that we’re 
accurate or if people of that time would 
have seen it the way we do, but in the effort 
to find out, we become better citizens. 
CHM staff member

Treat everyone like you’ve known them 
for years. Have a good time. Be honest, 
truthful, the real deal. People come here to 
meet nice, down-to-earth Chicago people. 
We represent Chicago people.  
We’re it. We’re it! 
CHM staff member



Integrity means being honest, ethical,  
and fair. Our integrity is the foundation of 
trust on which our relationships, reputation, 
and authority are built. We demonstrate 
integrity in our work ethic, business practices, 
internal and external relationships, and 
scholarship. We believe that integrity is  
of paramount importance in meeting  
our public trust responsibilities.

8 CORE VALUES

INTEGRITY

I’m not paid a lot, but I wanted to come 
into public service. I work just as hard as  
I would getting paid ten times as much. 
CHM staff member

People trust our voice—trust museums in 
general. We’re not academia, but we’re a 
source of knowledge and truth in learning. 
CHM staff member



Service is a shared commitment to improving 
people’s lives and the means by which we 
create our value to the public. Excellent 
customer service makes people feel safe, 
comfortable, welcome, and receptive to our 
offerings. A commitment to service also 
means that we care about how many people 
we serve across our different platforms.  
At the same time, we value service to each 
other as colleagues, recognizing the need  
to be responsive, supportive, and aware  
of our dependence upon one another.

When I’ve helped people I feel like  
I’m doing my job, earning my keep.  
I value making connections between 
collections and visitors and researchers. 
CHM staff member

9CORE VALUES

SERVICE
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DISCOVERY

Collaboration is the way we work together 
to unlock our full potential. It is being 
inclusive, sharing our ideas and abilities, 
seeking the contributions and viewpoints of 
others, and reflecting this input in our work. 
Collaboration requires shared authorship. 
It means valuing teamwork and multiple 
perspectives, both internal and external.

10 CORE VALUES

COLLABORATION

The teamwork approach is a better way of 
doing things. You’re working on something 
that is larger than you. There is dialog and 
feedback—sometimes too much, but that’s okay.  
It’s important to have an intellectual life and 
dialog in the institution and then turn that into 
a product that can be shared with the public.  
CHM staff member

Museums have the potential to involve  
the community in telling their own story,  
to include more voices. We help give  
voice to people’s history. Telling their  
own story makes people see that they 
have some power. 
CHM staff member



I see [these seven] values manifested in  
the professionalism of the staff, the integrity 
and creativity of the exhibitions, and the  
innovation of the Museum as a whole. 
CHM volunteer

CORE VALUES 11



OUR PURPOSE
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The Chicago History Museum’s purpose is to help people  
make meaningful and personal connections to history.
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A vision grows from a sense of purpose. 
Our institutional purpose is an expression 
of our core values. As with our values, 
identifying and articulating our purpose 
begins with a process of self-discovery. 
Understanding our purpose is 
necessary to build our vision for  
the future, since what we strive  
to become must be a logical  
extension of who we already are.

During extensive interviews conducted  
by the Visioning Committee, staff  
working in all areas and at all levels of  
the Museum expressed a belief in the power  
of history to bring meaning to people’s 
lives. The Museum offers a unique 
opportunity to meld historical scholarship, 

educational goals, and memorable 
experiences in ways that empower the 
public to understand the value of their 
own stories, forge their individual and 
group identities, consider the world from 
different perspectives, and hone their 
ability to think critically. History bridges 
our personal stories and experiences to  
our collective memory. It reminds us  
of our common humanity and inspires  
change by making us aware that our 
choices and actions have the power to 
shape our future.

Our belief that we add value and  
meaning to people’s lives through history  
is the source of the passion we bring to  
the Museum.

PURPOSE

History provides us with a context  
that gives meaning to our lives. 
CHM staff member

History changes hearts.  
CHM staff member

If we don’t do it, who will? It’s our duty to 
present the history of this city, this region.  
CHM staff member



IMAGINING OUR FUTURE
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As the foremost interpreter of metropolitan Chicago’s history, 
we will enable the public to understand more about the city’s 
past and present and to shape its future.
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Our vision reinforces our long-standing 
identity as the keeper of the history of 
metropolitan Chicago and inspires us to 
play a more vital role in shaping the city’s 
future. In conversations with a number  
of Chicago’s civic leaders, we have learned 
of challenges to be met in the city’s future 
and leadership opportunities for the 
Museum to seize.

These conversations remind us that: 
•  As the city grows so too grows the  

need for independent, fair-minded,  
public institutions to provide a  
platform for community voices from 
throughout the metropolitan area.

•  Collaborations focusing on history  
can bring multiple perspectives to  
bear on critical civic issues.

•  Building an informed and engaged 
populace—one that is conversant with 
the past, grounded in the present,  
and energized about the future— 
is an obligation, not an option, for an 
institution graced with our resources.

What we have heard from these civic 
leaders reinforces the importance of  
our mission and confirms our belief  
in our vision.

History helps us to not be so selfish and 
self-absorbed, helps inform the future, 
helps us to imagine something bigger than 
just our own time and circumstances.  
It’s not that knowing history enables us to 
avoid repeating it, but it does enable us to 
imagine a different future worth fighting for.
CHM staff member

I want to bring people together to learn 
from each other, exchange ideas and 
communicate, and be inspired to share 
their stories and history, to make things 
happen, to get things stirring.   
CHM staff member

FUTURE



OUR VISION
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Our vision can be expressed through seven guiding principles.  
These principles emerged through the Visioning Committee’s  
process of discovery. They express our core values, dovetail with 
our core purpose, and have implications for future decision making 
and planning throughout the Museum. Each suggests ways our 
organization must be aligned to support our vision, and each  
comes with resource demands that may require a reevaluation  
of existing priorities. Our vision will influence our identity,  
products, services, scholarship, and understanding of the 
audiences that we are here to serve.

GUIDING PRINCIPLES



History has 
the power 
to shape  
our future.

1 We will recognize our responsibility 
to help build a better future—locally, 
regionally, nationally, and globally—
through history. We will bring a 
credible and authoritative historical 
perspective to bear on civic issues,  
and we will help to shape the future  
by fostering historical scholarship  
and understanding.
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•  The Museum will be the center for the 
continual investigation of metropolitan 
Chicago as an ongoing urban 
experiment—in both human terms and 
as a natural and constructed environment. 
As of 2007, more than half of the world’s 
population lives in cities. We will see 
Chicago as an important resource for 
investigating regional, national, and global 
urban issues; shaping the debate about our 
common concerns; and creating partnerships 
with other organizations to explore shared 
issues and plan for our collective future.

•  Our work will be inspired and informed by  
the highest level of scholarship. We will 
value scholarship and embrace our role as 
the creators of new historical thinking,  
practitioners of innovative approaches to  
teaching history, generators of new research 
and perspectives on the role of museums  
in civic life, and a resource for developing 
new ideas about Chicago and history.

•  We will recognize everyone in every 
community as a history maker and 
demonstrate the value of history to  
help us address current issues, inform  
our individual and collective identities,  
and encourage civic participation. 

•  Youth and families will be a priority. 
Members of the younger generation are 
tomorrow’s decision makers, and we will 
commit ourselves to helping them prepare 
for that role. As a resource and a partner 
for families and schools, we will challenge 
ourselves to inspire young people to value 
history, understand their role in civic life, 
and become active and informed participants 
in shaping our future.

History helps people to take control of 
their lives. How can you be a part of a 
democracy if you don’t understand that 
you can shape history and events? 
CHM staff member

It is inspirational to see the failures, the struggles,  
the perseverance, and the successes of history. 
It becomes evident that the city is the summation 
of people’s decisions, of how and why we decided  
to do the things we did. The message is that the 
future can be shaped by our decisions. A kid can 
see that and say ‘I want to be a decision maker.’
CHM staff member
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We claim Chicago. We will  
leverage our history, expertise, 
collection, location, and reputation  
to stake our position as the best 
resource for understanding the city  
and its place in the United States  
and the world. 

Chicago is our  
most prized  
artifact and we will  
be its foremost 
authoritative 
interpreter.

2 



21GUIDING PRINCIPLES

•  We will be fiercely Chicago.  
We will understand that our most  
valuable contribution to local, regional, 
national, and global issues stems from 
our scholarship grounded in Chicago’s 
history and our ability to make this history 
meaningful to our audiences. Our services 
and amenities will express the character  
and history of Chicago in support of  
our programmatic offerings.

•  The physical walls of the Museum will 
not constrain us as we develop strategies 
to draw the vibrant, creative city into the 
Museum and bring the knowledge, energy, 
and resources of the Museum into the city.

•  We will seek new ways to reflect the 
authentic voices of our communities  
and embrace them as our partners in 
building our collection and interpreting  
and preserving history.

•  We will recognize that the history of  
Chicago provides important insights  
for understanding our nation’s story,  
and we will demonstrate how the city can  
be understood more fully in the context  
of our state and our nation and as part  
of the ongoing American experiment  
in democracy.

No other place can cover the history  
of Chicago. 
CHM staff member

We are purveyors of all things Chicago. 
CHM staff member



Our collection is  
a unique resource 
requiring our 
imagination and 
discipline to reveal 
its potential.

3

We will develop a more meaningful 
and usable collection by building 
our capacity and commitment to 
understand and interpret the historical 
materials in our care; developing a 
vigorous, purpose-driven collecting 
and deaccessioning program; and 
improving physical and intellectual 
access to our historical material.
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•  We will commit ourselves to collecting 
materials and documenting their  
context to provide future generations  
with the tools they need to tell the many 
stories of metropolitan Chicago.

•   We will seek new opportunities to utilize 
and showcase the Museum’s premier 
collections, such as our unparalleled 
collection of Abraham Lincoln materials; 
increase public awareness of the Museum  
as an important, world-class resource;  
and make these materials available to  
the public through multiple platforms.

•  We will challenge ourselves to discover  
the emotional, intellectual, and aesthetic 
power of original historical materials. 
We will use our imaginations, scholarship, 
new technology, and collective expertise  
to tap our collection’s full potential as  
an interpretive and educational tool and  
a resource for historical understanding.

•  We will focus on collecting primary 
historical voices as well as physical 
evidence to add meaning and integrity  
to our collection and extend its potential  
for use by broader audiences.

•  All acquisition and deaccession decisions 
will be based on an assessment of the 
material’s ability to engage people in 
making meaningful and personal 
connections to history, whether through 
research, education, or experiences.

•  We will commit ourselves to processing  
and cataloging our collections to  
improve access and maximize use.

The collections are critical; they are  
the gold standard. They give value  
and credibility to the Museum.  
CHM staff member

The story of an object is powerful and important. 
CHM staff member

Our collection is the very soul of Chicago.  
CHM staff member
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We are  
a service 
organization.

4 

We will create a pervasive,  
institution-wide culture of service  
that anticipates the needs and wishes 
of our public, seeks to maximize  
our impact, and fosters an internal 
network of support. We will embrace 
service as a way to make a positive 
difference in people’s lives. 
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•  We will create experiences with history 
that are meaningful, memorable, and 
accessible—physically, cognitively, 
emotionally, culturally, and economically—
to serve the diverse needs of our audiences.

•  We will identify the educational needs 
of our audiences and meet those needs 
through a range of experiences for teachers, 
students, researchers, and scholars.

•  We will apply our creativity to eliminate 
barriers to the Museum’s offerings, 
providing thoughtfully designed physical 
and virtual environments, reaching out to 
diverse and underserved communities, and 
accommodating multiple learning styles.

•  We will embrace an institution-wide model 
of service that measures our success in 
terms of outcomes and impact. To that 
end, we will start our work by identifying 
the desired outcomes of our products, 
services, and activities and align our efforts 
to achieve those goals.

•  Service will be the responsibility  
of the entire Museum workforce.  
We will define and develop service goals in 
four critical interdependent relationships: 
institution to audience, institution to 
partners, management to staff, and  
peer to peer. 

Everyone has to see their role in creating  
a positive experience for visitors.   
CHM staff member

We serve each other in order to better 
serve the public.  
CHM staff member

Everyone [at the Museum] has been 
extremely kind and seems to really  
respect and appreciate the service 
volunteers provide.  
CHM volunteer



We must 
understand and 
meet the needs  
of our audiences  
to maximize  
our impact.

5

We will actively seek to  
understand our audiences, 
investigate what people need to  
help them make meaningful and 
personal connections to history,  
use that understanding to shape  
our products and services, and 
evaluate our work to improve  
our future efforts.
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•  We will invest in regular, thorough 
research of target audiences and tailor 
our products and services to effectively  
meet their needs, desires, and abilities. 

•  We will use frequent, critical, and 
objective evaluation—front-end, 
formative, and summative—to develop 
imaginative new concepts; choose the right 
interpretive product to align our desired 
outcomes with our targeted audience; and 
influence the development of new products 
and services. We also will commit ourselves 
to analyze our finished work to evaluate  
our performance and use that information  
to achieve excellence in future projects.

•  We will track and evaluate patterns of 
use as a key measure of our success 
to confirm that we are valued across all 
Chicago communities.

•  We will engage our audiences as 
collaborators, storytellers, history 
keepers, and supporters. We will recognize 
our audiences as participants in shaping 
knowledge and understanding—more than 
just consumers of historical information. 
They will bring authenticity, knowledge, 
experience, wisdom, and resources to the 
Museum and help others make meaningful 
and personal connections to history.

•  We will embrace learning as a dynamic 
process that is self-motivating, emotionally 
stimulating, and personally rewarding and 
understand the historical process as one  
that welcomes wonder, curiosity, fun,  
and imagination.

•  We will encourage and facilitate 
dialogue between visitors, serving as  
a safe and inviting social space where  
people can share ideas and experiences, 
challenge one another’s assumptions,  
and value multiple perspectives.

Connections are what help people to 
manufacture their own meaning and 
motivate them to care. If you don’t create 
an emotional connection, people will just 
walk through without caring.   
CHM staff member

It is not about my experience here.  
It is about our visitors’ experiences. 
CHM staff member
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Our workforce 
is the catalyst 
for achieving 
our vision.

6

We will recruit and develop a 
workforce—trustees, staff, volunteers, 
and interns—that is inspired to achieve 
greatness, works collaboratively, 
challenges one another, brings diverse 
skills and perspectives, reflects the 
community, and is driven to maximize 
our impact. We will foster a culture  
of lifelong learning, creativity, and 
work-life balance.
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•  We will attract, develop, and retain a highly 
qualified and motivated workforce that is 
deeply committed to the Museum’s purpose 
and embodies its core values.

•  We will rededicate ourselves to developing 
a diverse workforce that more accurately 
reflects—and is better able to serve—the 
city’s heterogeneous population.

•  We will educate our trustees about the 
Museum’s activities and inform them 
about our work and plans so that they 
can perform their governing role to the best 
of their abilities. We understand that the 
breadth of their experiences enriches the  
life of the Museum, and their connection  
to the Museum enriches their lives.

•   We will reward innovation and allow 
people room to experiment. We will expand 
opportunities for professional development 
and encourage staff to be active players in 
the museum profession.

•  We will invest in and develop staff to  
achieve their potential by encouraging  
the well-being of the whole person.  
We will support staff in their need 
to maintain a balance between their 
professional and personal lives.

•  We will cultivate an expanded volunteer 
workforce that will enable us to extend  
our institutional resources and impact.

•  We will create a nurturing and creative 
environment that encourages teamwork 
and collaboration to more effectively 
tap the existing strengths of our entire 
workforce and develop innovative ways  
of serving our audiences.

•  We will support and promote our workforce 
as ambassadors for history and agents  
of change.

Good things are generated by people 
who are able to work together, who are 
genuinely interested in the subject matter, 
wanting to do their job and come to work  
every day.    
CHM staff member

Elders need to be sources of wisdom,  
not obstacles to innovation.  
CHM staff member



We cannot 
do it alone.

7 Every museum needs help to achieve 
its vision. Fortunately, we are not 
alone in wanting to help people make 
meaningful and personal connections 
to history. Throughout greater 
Chicago, there are many who share 
this passion. We need their help.
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•  We will share our vision with the wider 
community. Our belief in the transformative 
power of history can be infectious.

•  Our ongoing partners include our sister 
museums as well as the Chicago Park 
District, the Chicago Public Schools,  
and the myriad other collaborators  
who help us reach and represent the  
entire Chicago metropolitan region.

•  In addition, we will reach out to those who 
care about our particular offerings and those 
who appreciate our indispensable civic role, 
and we will ask them for help.

•  We will tap our communities of  
support for their energy, enthusiasm,  
and commitment to our shared vision.

•  Working with our supporters, we will have  
a greater impact.

This Museum should work to forge new 
relationships and create opportunities to 
collaborate with others. If we want people 
to care about the Museum, we need to 
start with their communities.    
CHM staff member
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Conclusion
Embodying this vision will require  
action, discipline, and rigor. Action takes 
form as we identify the strategic initiatives 
that best express our values; discipline is 
displayed when we are true to our vision, 
making choices that advance our purpose; 
and rigor is found in our daily attention and 
commitment to our process and products.

Fuel for advancing our vision is  
tangible in the dedication of our trustees 
and in the passion and commitment that 
staff and volunteers bring to their work.  
We believe that our collective effort has  
the power to transform the Chicago 
History Museum. With the help of our 
supporters in the community, we will  
make our vision a reality. We will  
claim Chicago and shape our future.

CONCLUSION
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OUR PROCESS
Getting Started
The initial meetings of the Visioning 
Committee served as opportunities to 
establish individuals from different parts  
of the organization into a team and 
stimulate discussion among members. 
Early meetings were held off site to 
remove the group from the distractions 
of our jobs, and assignments were made 
to foster reflection on our own practices. 
Discussions included identifying a place or 
space that best captures Chicago’s identity; 
sharing a memory of a personal connection 
with an object; imagining ourselves on a 
task force to create a new history museum; 
and identifying the priorities for that 
museum. We also spent time discussing  
our future work as a team and settled on  
a biweekly meeting schedule.

Research
Drawing on recommendations by 
committee members, our readings 
represented a range of sources and 
disciplines, broadened our thinking, and 
challenged us to imagine new possibilities 
(see selected bibliography, pages 38–41). 
Spread throughout the process, day-
long retreats allowed the team to focus 
on critical topics. In January 2007, the 
committee held its first retreat at which 
team members identified a set of priorities, 
defined a research plan and the role  
of each team member, and discussed  
the possibilities for the visioning report.  
The discussion explored topics relating to 
the relevance and importance of history, 
definition of audiences and the expanded 
use of audience studies, current and future 
museum services, and allocation of the 
Museum’s resources. 

During this retreat, the committee 
identified five priorities—history, 
audience, civic engagement, innovation, 
and service—and divided into teams to 
research each one. Research teams were 
charged to identify the following resources 
relating to their priority: people we should 
talk to—museum professionals as well as 
others outside the museum field; places we  
should visit or contact for further insight 
and inspiration; and articles, books, 
or websites for review and reference. 
Subsequent meetings allowed the teams  
to share their findings.

Staff Interviews
As part of our research, the team 
recognized the value of looking inward 
and reflecting on who we are in order to 
determine who we might be. Wanting  
to include additional voices at the table,  
we conducted face-to-face interviews with  

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS
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our colleagues. The interview script 
included seven questions designed to  
solicit thoughts on work at the Museum, 
identify moments of pride, consider the 
importance of the Museum’s work and 
purpose, reflect on personal values, and 
imagine the possibilities for a history 
museum in the future (see staff interview 
questions, page 44). Five interview 
teams conducted personal interviews 
with thirty staff members, including the 
senior managers, department heads, and 
select other staff representing the diverse 
functions of the Museum. Interviews  
were staged with one team member 
posing the questions and prompting the 
interviewee to expand on their responses 
by repeatedly asking, “Why is that 
important?” The other team member 
recorded the discussion and responses.  
All interviews were typed and posted for 
the full committee to review; the identities 

of interviewees were not associated with 
the transcribed interviews. In order to 
reach out to the entire staff, written 
surveys were sent electronically to staff 
and hard copies placed in strategic areas 
throughout the Museum (see all-staff 
questionnaire, pages 42–43). All in all,  
forty-three staff members submitted their 
input to the committee during this phase 
of work. Both the face-to-face interviews 
and the written surveys became invaluable 
primary sources for capturing colleagues’ 
thoughts and attitudes and informing  
the final components of this report.

Core Purpose and Values
The work of Jim Collins—namely Built 
to Last and Good to Great—greatly 
influenced the committee’s process. 
Collins’s work introduced the team to  
key concepts in creating a vision, including 
the need to define our core purpose and 

envision the future based on what the 
Museum might do best. Drawing on the 
data and insights collected from interviews 
with our colleagues, we moved into a 
critical phase of self-definition. 

The team contracted museum consultant 
John Durel from QM2 to serve as a  
coach and facilitate subsequent retreats. 
In preparation for our second retreat in 
May 2007, we read and analyzed interview 
transcripts and written surveys looking for 
patterns of values widely embraced at the 
Museum and the beliefs or principles that 
guide our work. Using this information, we  
drafted statements to define our core purpose  
and identified words that expressed the 
Museum’s values. As we defined our values, 
we turned once again to Collins’s work 
for a seven-question exercise to test if each 
value was actually a “core value” (see Jim 
Collins’s Vision Framework, page 45).
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To further confirm the validity of our  
core purpose and values statements,  
we turned to our colleagues once again. 
The team scheduled two check-in meetings 
with all staff and a third meeting for  
senior managers and department heads.  
We shared the purpose statement and 
values and gave staff an opportunity to 
read, review, and reflect. The meetings  
were designed as discussions where 
staff could respond to and debate the 
committee’s work. At the conclusion of 
each meeting, those present were asked 
to personally evaluate each value by 
completing a questionnaire designed 
around Collins’s questions. The committee 
asked staff to consider how the values 
take form in their daily work and how 
the Museum manifests these values. 
Additionally, staff was invited to suggest 
additional core institutional values  
(see staff-input questionnaire, page 46). 

As valued members of the Museum’s 
workforce, some of these same questions 
were posed to the Museum’s volunteers  
in the form of a survey, which encouraged 
volunteers to consider how the purpose 
and values take form in their work at  
the Museum (see volunteer questionnaire,  
page 47).

Civic Leader Interviews
Ready to envision the Museum’s future, 
the committee began to postulate 
where Chicago might be in the future. 
Similar to the staff interview process, 
the team identified a list of civic leaders, 
who represented diverse perspectives 
on questions focusing on the future of 
Chicago. The interview script was refined 
to seven questions (see civic leader 
interview script, page 48). Interviewees 
reflected on the opportunities and 
challenges posed by the Olympics, the 

aging baby boomer population, and the 
disappearance of ethnic neighborhoods to 
gentrification. Their responses mirrored the  
themes that had emerged during committee 
discussions, including service, civic 
engagement, technology, and education. 
Interviewees addressed how civic 
responsibility for future changes lies in  
the hands of residents and businesses:
•  Good decisions about our future  

course require a well-informed and 
engaged community.

•  Both public and private activism is 
required for long-term solutions.

•  Vigilance is required to provide quality 
education to Chicago youth and 
adequate resources for classrooms. 

Interviewees also warned us that the 
struggle for affordable housing and 
employment is creating an unhealthy 
economic segregation between the city’s 
haves and have-nots.

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS



37

Envisioned Future
With the insights gained from our  
research, discussions at meetings, and 
conversations with our colleagues and 
local civic leaders, team members were 
ready to envision what a history museum 
in a vibrant urban environment could 
become in ten years and beyond: 
•  How are the issues faced by the city 

relevant to the Museum’s future? 
•  How should the Museum devote  

its resources for the future? 
•  What is the Museum’s role in  

fostering change in Chicago? 
Since we agreed that the Museum is 
passionate about “helping people make 
meaningful and personal connections to 
history” (our purpose) and we are “the 
best resource for interpreting the past and 
making it relevant to Chicago’s present” 
(our “best at” statement), the team was 
now ready to express a vision for the 
Museum’s future.

As a first step, each team member was 
challenged to draft a one-sentence vision 
statement that captured what he or she 
thought the Museum should or could be 
in the future and describe two ways this 
vision could be manifested at the Museum.  
The committee then entered into a series  
of lengthy meetings filled with lively 
debates, personal reflections, flip charts 
capturing emerging concepts, and finally, 
draft descriptions of the Museum’s 
future. We looked inward at ourselves 
and outward to the larger community 
to consider our physical building and 
places where one might find the Museum 
other than at the corner of Clark Street 
and North Avenue; our understanding 
of current and potential audiences; the 
organization of project teams to create 
a range of interpretive products; and 
collaborations with one another to foster  
a vibrant work environment.

During a retreat, a draft version of 
the report was vetted with senior 
management and revised based on their 
recommendations. The team worked closely 
with senior management to plan a staff and 
volunteer rollout and schedule follow-up 
discussions to provide forums where staff 
could begin to envision the implications  
of the report’s guiding principles.
The final report reflects our hopes and 
passion for history and Chicago and 
the collaborative spirit of working with 
our colleagues and diverse audiences. 
The confluence of meeting discussions, 
research, interviews with our colleagues 
and civic leaders, and a profound 
understanding of ourselves is embodied  
in the principles that will guide the 
Museum and its staff moving forward.
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1

Visioning Committee Questionnaire 
April 13, 2007 

The Visioning Committee is seeking input from all staff members 
to help us build a vision for the Chicago History Museum. In order 
to forge a path to a new place we must first know where we are, 
and perhaps more importantly, who we are. Your participation is 
essential to that effort. 

Please fill out this form, print it, and place it in the drop box near 
the museum’s north door by Sunday, April 22, 2007. If you don’t 
have access to a computer, please participate by writing out your 
responses on a hardcopy of this document. To ensure 
confidentiality, do not sign your form.  

Thank you in advance for your willingness to help us plan for the 
future of the Chicago History Museum. We will be back, seeking 
more input and feedback in the coming months. In the meantime, 
if you have any questions please contact one of the Visioning 
Committee staff members (Lynn McRainey, John Russick, Alison 
Eisendrath, Joy Bivins, Dan Oliver, Rob Medina, or Nat Arata). 

1. Can you describe a moment when you felt pride in the work of 
the museum? This could be something you observed, or something 
that happened to you personally. Describe what happened? 

1A. Why did it affect you in the way it did? 

APPENDIX

Appendix

All-Staff Questionnaire
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2

2. What do you think is the most important thing that CHM does? 

2A. Why is this product, service or function important? 

2B. Who benefits from it and how? 

3

3. What core values or guiding principles do you personally bring 
to your work? Why is this important to you?  

4. If the Chicago History Museum disappeared today, what would 
be lost? Why would that matter? 

5. What do you think is the purpose of the Chicago History 
Museum? 

6. It is the year 2010, and you are among a group of people
asked to create an urban history museum. What would be the 
three priorities for this museum? Why? 

ADDITIONAL NOTES/COMMENTS:

APPENDIX
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Visioning Committee Interview Questions 
March 21, 2007 

The Visioning Committee has selected you for a face-to-face 
interview. Two members of the committee will meet with you 
and ask you the following questions. These seven questions 
were developed to spark a conversation, so the committee 
members may follow up these questions with a further inquiry 
to build on or clarify your answers. 

1. Can you describe a moment when you felt pride in the  
work of the museum? This could be something you 
observed, or something that happened to you personally. 
What happened? Why did it affect you in the way it did? 

2. What do you think are the most important products, 
services, or functions that CHM provides or performs? 
Why?

3. What core values or guiding principles do you personally 
bring to your work? 

4. If the Chicago History Museum disappeared today,  
what would be lost? Why would that matter? 

5. What do you think is the purpose of the Chicago History 
Museum? 

6. It is the year 2010, and you are among a group of people 
asked to create an urban history museum. What would be 
the three priorities for this museum? Why? 

7. Is there anything that you’d like to add? 

All of your responses will be confidential although they will be 
shared with the other members of the Visioning Committee. 
Thank you in advance for your willingness to help us plan for  
the future of the Chicago History Museum.

Staff Interview Questions
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Jim Collins’s Vision Framework
Jim Collins’s work is available at JimCollins.com. Chicago History 
Museum staff used the techniques outlined in the “Building your 
Company’s Vision” page of the “Laboratory” section of the website.
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VISIONING COMMITTEE – STAFF INPUT QUESTIONNAIRE 

1.  Please take a moment to answer the questions below, circling “Y” or “N” for each of the following values: 

Authenticity  Collaboration  Creativity  Empathy Integrity  Service  That “Ah-Ha” 
Moment

Should CHM continue to stand for this value 100 years 
into the future, no matter what changes occur in the
outside world? 

Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N 

Should CHM continue to hold this value, even if, due to 
changing circumstances, CHM were to be penalized or
placed at a competitive disadvantage for living this value? 

Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N 

Do you believe that those who do not share this value
simply do not belong at CHM? Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N 

Would you personally continue to hold this value even if
CHM did not reward you for holding it? Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N Y / N 

Please circle the values below for which you answered “Y” to each question: 

          Authenticity      Collaboration  Creativity           Empathy       Integrity          Service          That “Ah-Hah” Moment

2.  In what ways do you manifest the values you circled in your day-to-day work at CHM? 

3.  In what ways does CHM manifest the values you circled? 

4.  Are there any other values that you feel are core institutional values that are not on this list?  If so, what are they? 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME AND INPUT!! 

Staff-Input Questionnaire
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Chicago History Museum 
Reflections on Core Purpose and Values 

Our Core Purpose 

The Chicago History Museum’s purpose is to help people make a 
meaningful personal connection to history. 

Our Values 

Collaboration     Service     Empathy     Authenticity 

Integrity     Creativity     Discovery 

1. How does the purpose resonate with your work at CHM? 

2. In what ways do you manifest these values in your day-to-day 
work at CHM? 

3. In what ways does CHM manifest these values? 

Please submit your responses by Monday, January 7. You can simply 
return your form to the box that will be in the Volunteer Lounge on the 

first floor, near the Visitor Services offices. 

Volunteer Questionnaire
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Interview candidate: 
Interview date and time: 

Chicago History Museum 
Visioning Committee Questionnaire 

1. What are the biggest challenges/opportunities the Chicago region is 
facing now? 

2. In the next five years, do you think these challenges/opportunities 
will change or be addressed? Will there be new challenges/ 
opportunities that will top the region's agenda 5 years from now?
How will these challenges/opportunities and the responses to them 
affect the lives of people who live here? 

3. How will Chicagoans shape our city’s future? What opportunities 
and barriers does the City present to its residents?  

4. How is your organization planning for the future? 

5. What role do you see the city’s museums and cultural institutions 
playing in the future?  

6. Which projects and people in the city show great vision? Why? 

7. Is there anything else you wish to add?

Civic Leader Interview Script

APPENDIX



I’d like to live in a city where the people  
felt self-determining, understood their past,  
would not take injustice lying down,  
and had mutual respect for each other. 
CHM staff member
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