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Frequently Asked Questions

about:
Being Reviewed by the Accreditation Commission


The accreditation decision is the culmination of an effort in which the museum’s staff, governing authority, and volunteers have been engaged for at least the last two to three years.  You no doubt await news of the outcome with great anticipation.  This document is intended take some of mystery and anxiety out of this last step in the review process. 

In addition to the basics outlined here, you should also read the chapter “The Accreditation Decision” in A Higher Standard: The Museum Accreditation Handbook for greater detail, especially regarding the decision types. Other reference materials are cited in the text below.

If you have other questions that are not answered here or in the additional references cited, contact the Accreditation Program staff at 202-289-9116 or accreditation@aam-us.org.

What is the Accreditation Commission?

The Accreditation Commission is an independent and autonomous body, designated by Chapter X of the AAM Bylaws, that is responsible for the ongoing administration of the Association's accreditation program and for rendering all decisions regarding accredited status.  The Commission consists of a Chair and an even number of Commissioners to be determined on a periodic basis by the AAM Board (based upon the program workload). In the past ten years, the number has fluctuated between 7 and 9 Commissioners (see below for more on who is on the Commission). The Chair of the AAM Board appoints all Commissioners, each of whom serves in a fully voluntary capacity.  Commissioners serve a six-year term, and may be appointed for a maximum of two terms.  The position of Chair is a three-year term, which may be renewed once.

Who is on the Accreditation Commission?

The Commission is comprised of individuals whose experience and expertise represent the spectrum of the museum field and the Accreditation Program.  Members of the Commission are senior museum professionals—usually directors of accredited museums—with significant experience in all areas of museum management and operations.  

Each Commissioner also has experience with the Accreditation Program, having taken a museum through the accreditation process at least once, and usually having served on several site visits.  Accreditation Commissioners have a track record of taking an active role in the museum field on a national, local, or state level, and have demonstrated their commitment to advancing museums through standards and best practices.

For a list of the current Commissioners, go to: 

http://www.aam-us.org/museumresources/accred/commissioners.cfm
When and where does the Accreditation Commission meet?

The Commission meets three times a year—generally at the beginning of April, the end of July, and the beginning of December. Meetings usually last three days and the majority take place at the AAM offices in Washington, DC.  Every third or fourth meeting is held at a museum somewhere else in the United States. 
How will I know when my museum is going to be reviewed by the Commission?

About one month before the meeting the museum will be reviewed at, the Accreditation Program staff send a letter to the director which confirms that the museum has been placed on the agenda, outlines the dates, and details next steps.  

Can representatives from the museum come to the Accreditation Commission meeting?

No.  Commission meetings are not open to the staff from the institutions being reviewed or the general public. Only the Commissioners and the appropriate program related staff are present to preserve objectivity and the confidential nature of the discussions and deliberations.  All communications between museums and members of the Accreditation Commission are done in writing and go through the Accreditation Program staff (see “Can I/How do I contact the Commissioners?” below).
What happens during the Commission meeting?  How are decisions made?
Each Commission meeting has an agenda that is filled with a mixture of general program business, policy and procedure discussions, and institutions awaiting some type of review and decision about accredited status.   

In preparation for the meeting, Commissioners thoroughly review all the materials related to the museum’s current accreditation review, as well some related to previous reviews if applicable. This includes reading the Self-Study Questionnaire and its supporting documentation, and reading the Visiting Committee report (the current one and the one from the last review).  

At the meeting, one Commissioner is assigned to orally present the museum to the rest of the group; they present basic information about the museum and its operations, the Visiting Committee’s findings and advisory conclusion, and his/her own analyses about the museum’s accredibility and areas of both strength and concern. This is followed by a full group discussion and thoughtful deliberations, ending with a final vote. 

The Commissioners consider each museum in the context of their individual experience and expertise, broad knowledge about standards and best practices, and experience with many institutions in the accreditation process.   

While the Visiting Committee report provides the Commission with a first-hand account of the museum’s operations, it is not the sole basis for the Commission’s decision, nor does it carry more weight than the Self-Study in the decision-making process.  The Visiting Committee’s recommendation to the Commission on accreditation for an 

institution is advisory.  It is considered seriously by the Accreditation Commission, but it is not binding. The Commission’s decision can differ from the Visiting Committee’s recommendation. The Accreditation Commission makes the final decision. 

While very infrequent, you may be contacted during the Accreditation Commission meeting by a member of the program staff requesting some documentation or information that the Commission needs to inform its decision-making (e.g., did XYZ document get approved). 

What are the possible outcomes?

Whether the museum is being reviewed for Interim Approval or a final decision on accreditation following a site visit, the Commission can take one of the following actions.  
· Grant the award

· Grant accreditation for the first time, continue it for museums already accredited, or grant Interim Approval.

· Accreditation can be granted for the full 10 years or the museum can be flagged for an early review at 5 years if concerns are cited. 

· On occasion, the Commission may grant/continue accreditation pending receipt of required documentation or clarification of a specific question.  A pending decision is only used in cases where the approval of the document(s) required is imminent and/or the information needed is readily available. 

·  Table the review

· The Accreditation Commission tables its decision on a museum’s accreditation when it identifies one or more specific concerns/operational deficiencies that are barriers to the institution’s ability to meet the Characteristics of an Accreditable Museum, program requirements, eligibility, and/or Accreditation Commission Expectations, but which it anticipates can be addressed within a one-year period of time or less.  The Commission must also have confidence that plans drafted and approved will be implemented.

· Tabling provides the Commission with an alternative to denial/withdrawal of accredited status so the museum can resolve very specific operational challenges in a focused and timely manner.  
· The most common tabling reasons fall into these four categories: Institutional Planning, Collections Stewardship, Financial Stability, and Governance.

· Deny the award

· Deny Interim Approval, initial accreditation, or subsequent accreditation. 

· A decision of denial is reserved for failure to meet multiple Characteristics of an Accreditable Museum and eligibility criteria, and/or for numerous serious deficiencies that are so fundamental and systemic that they affect many, or all, other aspects of an institution’s operations and ability to fulfill its mission according to best practices and standards for museums.  These concerns will be complex and pervasive enough, or simply too numerous, that they cannot be easily addressed in a year; they will require a shift in institutional thinking, garnering of outside support and resources, strategic planning, organizational change, and physical improvement in order to meet standards and best practices for museum operation.
· A denial decision can also result if a museum that was tabled was unable to demonstrate adequate progress and/or sufficiently address the Commission’s concerns by the end of the one-year tabling period.
· Denial decisions can be appealed once.
· Defer 

The Accreditation Commission may vote to defer a decision when it feels more information or clarification is needed in order to fairly assess an institution.  

How many museums get tabled or denied?
· The Accreditation Program has an overall success rate of 95%. 
· About 3% denied outright 
· 2% are unsuccessful after being tabled 
· The rate is high in part because there are many steps built into the review process itself where the museum gets feedback and counsel from the staff, Commission, and site reviewers, and has an opportunity to respond or take some type of action.  Also, museums get a high level of counseling and support from the accreditation staff before and during the process, to ensure readiness, and most museums come into the process well prepared.

· Approximately 30% of museums are tabled. Tabling has become a more common decision in the past five years.  

· 96% of all tabled museums end up successful

For statistics on recent Accreditation Commission meeting decisions and tabling reasons, see the current year’s Accreditation Program Annual Statistics At-a-Glance.
When and how will I learn the Commission’s decision?

The museum will receive its official decision letter from the Chair of the Accreditation Commission 3-4 weeks after the meeting.  All communication about the decision is done in writing.  Program staff cannot convey or discuss the decision over the phone until the letters have been received.  (A copy of the Visiting Committee report accompanies the decision letter; if accreditation has been awarded, the museum will also receive a full award kit with certificate, press materials, etc. along with the decision letter.)
Can I/How do I contact the Commissioners? 
It is not appropriate to contact any of the Commissioners directly. All communication goes through the Accreditation Program staff at AAM, who sees that it gets forwarded and responded to.
If you have any other questions, do not hesitate to contact the Accreditation Program staff at

Phone: 202-289-9116    Fax: 202-289-6578      accreditation@aam-us.org

American Association of Museums

1575 Eye Street, NW, Suite 400

Washington, DC 20005
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