AMERICAN
ASSOCIATION OF MUSEUMS

Summary of the Accreditation Program’s History

In June 1971, 16 museums became the first institutions to be granted accreditation by the American Association of Museums. This was a milestone in a process that had begun several decades earlier in 1906.That year museum directors came together at the American Museum of Natural History in New York to found AAM and initiate what has become a century-long discussion about developing museum standards and measuring museum performance. Plans for museum accreditation began in earnest in 1967 when President Lyndon B. Johnson asked the U.S. Federal Council on the Arts and Humanities to conduct a study of the status of American museums and recommend ways to support and strengthen them. The council enlisted AAM’s assistance and in 1968 the association established a committee to study the idea of an accreditation program for museums. Based on AAM’s input, on Nov. 25, 1968, the Council issued America’s Museums: The Belmont Report, which stated: “It is urgent that the American Association of Museums and its member institutions develop and agree upon acceptable criteria and methods of accrediting museums.” One year later AAM approved a resolution authorizing the Accreditation Committee to define the methods for establishing an accreditation program. On June 4, 1970, the committee presented “Museum Accreditation: A Report to the Profession,” which outlined the basic principles and framework for AAM’s museum accreditation program. Over the next few months the pieces of the program fell into place and the first applications were accepted.
Excerpted from: A Higher Standard: The Museum Accreditation Handbook (American Association of Museums, 2005).

Timeline:
1967
U.S. Federal Council on the Arts and Humanities commissioned, by President Lyndon Johnson, to study American museums and recommend ways to support and strengthen them; Council enlists AAM assistance.
1968
Belmont Report submitted to Federal Council on the Arts and Humanities; first 

Accreditation Committee appointed; Federal Council recommends “AAM develop 

and agree upon acceptable criteria and methods of accrediting museum.”

1969 
Accreditation Committee’s preliminary report presented to AAM Council. 

1970 
Accreditation Committee’s Final Report to AAM Council; Program formally 

established and first Accreditation Commission appointed.
1971 
First 16 museums are accredited.
1986 
Collections Management Policies required of all museums for accreditation. 

1995  
Program requirements and definition of a museum revised; non-collecting 

institutions now eligible.
1996  
Characteristics of an Accreditable Museum first issued 
1997 
Institutional Code of Ethics required for all museums for accreditation. 

1999 
First of several “Accreditation Expectations” issued.
2000 
Number of Accreditation Commissioners increased to nine.
2001
30th anniversary of first accreditation awards.
2005    Revised standards (Characteristics of an Accreditable Museum, Accreditation Commission Expectations), Self-Study Questionnaire, and eligibility criteria released.
______________________________________________________
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