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Introduction
Living history in a museum setting began with the formation of open air museums, an approach to
collecting, exhibiting and interpreting that dates back to at least 1891 when Skansen opened in
Stockholm, Sweden. The museum founder, Arthur Hazelius, collected the material culture including the
buildings and practices of a pre-industrial era -- a folk culture in a rapidly industrializing world. Similar
goals guided industrialists such as Henry Ford who privately funded the development of Greenfield
Village in Michigan and John D. Rockefeller who funded Colonial Williamsburg in Virginia, beginning in
the 1920s. The practice of living history gained credence during the social history movement of the
1960s and 1970s, and bicentennial enthusiasm helped make costumed interpreters synonymous with
vibrant programming at museums such as Plimoth Plantation, Old Sturbridge Village, and Connor Prairie.
Today, living history is at a crossroads. Technology in the form of smart phones, virtual reality and
realistic video games challenge living history as a means of replicating the past. Changing career
expectations are affecting our ability to recruit and retain the next generation of historic tradesmen and
interpreters. A de-emphasis of social studies in school curricula has led to a generation of potential
museum goers with a diminished understanding—and appreciation—of history.
The staff at Jamestown-Yorktown Foundation, originally looking for direction from the field to offer
insights to their strategic planning, took it upon themselves to begin a process by which we might all
begin to thoughtfully plan for the future.
The survey that generated this report is the opening salvo.

Executive Summary
Following are the key findings from the online survey and telephone interviews:











Respondents are seeing a change in visitor expectations. More and more, visitors are coming to sites
with a desire to be more immersed in the past. There is a blurring of the line between an
expectation to enjoy an entertaining, experiential visit and being presented with an authentic
experience.
The field is overwhelmingly Caucasian and many would like very much to make their staff more
diverse.
The survey suggests that many in the field feel pretty good about their ability to accurately
represent the past, even while acknowledging that visitor comfort, code compliance, and gaps in
historical knowledge often get in the way.
Respondents also suggest that they feel that their ability to explain the past is good but that their
ability to effectively demonstrate the skills and trades of the past lags a bit.
Sites overwhelmingly prefer presentation in the third person. A significant minority use first person
and drama but often as special presentations only. It is felt that third person offers the greatest
latitude in meeting the needs of visitors . . . and is considerably less expensive to prepare staff for.
Many see social media as a critical tool in marketing their programming and credit it as a reason that
attendance at their sites is at least holding its own, if not increasing.
Front line staff are not compensated well.
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The Survey:

This survey is an attempt to bring together the opinions of living history practitioners at sites throughout
the United States and Canada. 110 invitations were sent out. A good balance of diversity was considered
when compiling the mailing list; institutional size, geography, time period represented, and location
were elements that were factored into the process. In the end, 34 institutions participated voluntarily in
the online survey, or 32% of those contacted. Of those, 12 agreed to follow up phone interviews lasting
from 25 to 40 minutes.
Using the Association of Living History Farms and Museums’ (ALHFAM) regions, participation ranged as
follows:








New England:
Mid-Atlantic:
Southeast:
Midwest:
Mt. Plains:
Western:
Canada-Central:

1
9
5
11
2
3
3

Based on budget, staff size, and visitation, 17 small, 7 medium, and 10 large organizations participated
in the survey.

The Online Survey:

The online survey was conducted in June, 2018 and consisted of 33 questions. Following is a synopsis of
the results:

Pay, Benefits and Demographic Makeup:
Let’s start with the easy conclusion: the demographic makeup of interpretive staff is overwhelmingly
Caucasian. Irrespective of region or size of institution, the number of African-American, Hispanic, native,
and Asian staff in the data is virtually negligible.
As far as pay is concerned, the average across the board hourly rate is $11.22 in the US, $15.60 (USD) in
Canada. Respondents were asked about rates of pay for veteran interpreters that have worked 1-5
years, and those that have worked 5+ years. Except in a few instances of moderate increases (2-3%), pay
rates remained the same.
Most organizations are able to provide benefits of some sort to their full time staff; under 20% provide
some level of benefits to their part time staff. Benefits are available to the majority of full time staff but
not overwhelmingly so:
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Benefit:

Full time

Part time

Vacation:

83%

17%

Holiday pay:

64%

12%

Sick leave:

64%

21%

Health care:

57%

12%

Maternity leave:

42%

3%

Paternity leave:

24%

3%

Most organizations make some attempt to provide incentives and tokens of appreciation for front line
staff and volunteers to compensate for low wages. In several cases, incentives had to be earned. For
example, volunteers at several sites were required to provide 100+ hours before rewards were given
out. These included:











Behind-the-scenes tours
Gift shop discounts (5)
Field trips
Clothing allotment (3)
Social events (pot lucks, etc.)
Membership/free admission (4)
Recognition dinner/reception (7)
Dining discount (2)
Trades training
Recognition in annual report (2)

Recruiting Staff:
Respondents are finding the recruiting of interpreters to be challenging these days. Maybe not
impossible, but they are finding it difficult to establish a pool of qualified candidates to choose from. The
survey did not delve into reasons for this. Respondents were also asked to subjectively compare
recruiting to five years ago; 40% each felt that it was either harder or the same to recruit and 20% felt it
was easier to find qualified applicants.
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Programming Availability:

Less than half of the surveyed organizations are open year round, either because of weather limitations,
visitation trends or budget availability . . . or often a combination of all three. 13 organizations are open
year round, 17 seasonally, 2 for special events only and one sporadically. It will come as no surprise that
seasonal museums are rarely open January and February and concentrate their efforts on summer and
fall.

Months that
Seasonal Living History Sites are Open
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Attendance Patterns:
Respondents are upbeat about visitation trends. They clearly are perceiving positive gains in the areas of
general visitation, special events, and school groups . . . or at least holding their own. They offer several
reasons for the trend they are noticing at their institution. Improved marketing—particularly employing
an effective social media strategy—consistently showed up as positive factor, along with reworking
existing programming for new audiences:





Increase in attendance:
o Efficiency and marketing have increased our special event attendance
o Increases in tourism to our area, improved road conditions near site, increased visibility in
media and social media (especially Google and TripAdvisor)
o A change in marketing to focus on digital and social media
o Better marketing and messaging
o Demographic increases in the area; new expanded interpretive areas; variety of experiences
o Continued improvement of tour experience and public awareness of programming
o Reinvigorated special event programming, more social media marketing
o Schools are seeing more value, so more keep coming.
o Institution was added to the GA State Park Map which may have helped with visibility.
o Streamlining more to be able to offer more consistency in programming.
o New and improved programming, as well as better marketing has led to increased
attendance for special events and school groups.
o Social media
o A new traditional museum gallery added to living history site
o Four years ago, the organization invested in a more qualified, professional staff. These
individuals have increased both the quality and quantity of programs.
o Addition of a new museum. Increased regional marketing
Static
o Weather heavily effects event attendance and all of our event space is outside.
Decrease in attendance:
o School funding changes and expenses have decreased our school group attendance
o Cost of buses going up
o People are not attending museum programs as much as they were in the past. School
groups are down because there are issues with budgets and busing.
o Less teacher resources
o Visitors feel it is a once-and-done experience
o Multiple construction projects within the park have made it difficult for guests to access the
museum
o School budgets and testing
o Not enough coverage/publicity, and probably competition with other events, sports, etc.
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Change in Attendance Patterns
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Representing the Past:

Respondents feel pretty good about their ability to evoke the past. On a scale of 1-10, they rate their
site, material culture and costuming very high: 7.8 and above. Even the view around their site,
something many of us have limited control over, was judged at 6.9 in quality on a scale of 1-10.

Levels of Authenticity
10
8
6
4
2
0

Staff skill level was judged a bit more critically. Interpretive ability is viewed favorably with a rating of
8.6 but craft and trade skills came in under 7 on a scale of 1-10:
Foodways and food preparation:

6.7

Domestic and commercial trades and crafts:

6.5

Agricultural expertise:

6.3
7

Staff Skill Levels
10
8
6
4
2
0

In general, it appears that respondents are more comfortable with the look and feel of their site and less
so with the ability to bring it to life with demonstrations and ongoing work. Though both categories are
given favorable rankings, the material culture gets higher marks than the skills that add a human
element. The ability to explain—or interpret—the past did get high marks, however. The disparity
between the ability to “explain” and “do” is significant enough to draw attention.

Modes of Presentations:
Respondents overwhelmingly use 3rd person interpretation (93%), demonstrations (90%), and visitor
involvement (90%) as the most common methods of interacting with the public. The next technique—
guided tours—dropped off to 76% and the rest trail off from there.

Percentage

Modes of Presentation Utilized
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Training:

On average, smaller museums are investing 24 hours in preparing interpreters to work in front
of the public, while medium- and large-sized museums spend an average of between 54-60
hours. The number of training hours veteran interpreters receive at small museums has a small
drop off to 19 hours annually. Medium and large museums offer 27-30 hours of follow up
training for veterans annually.
Survey participants were asked to allot percentages of the following training topics to total
100% for both new interpreters and veteran interpreters:








Program logistics
Interpretive techniques
Interpretive content
Institutional policies/guidelines
Customer service
Awareness training (ADA, harassment, safety, etc.)

New

Veteran

10%
24%
34%
10%
12%
10%

9%
23%
36%
11%
11%
10%

Not surprisingly, content and information, received the highest percentage ranking. Small,
medium and large museums pretty much devoted the same percentage of their time to this
category. In terms of Awareness training, large museums devote twice as much of their training
(12% on average) to awareness training as medium museums do (5.2%). Large museums devote
40% more time of their training time for customer service (15.5%) than small and medium
museums do (10.5% on average). Smaller museums devote more time to explaining
institutional policies than do medium or large museums. Lastly, medium sized museums give
more time to interpretive technique training than the other two.
In general, what to say and how to say it accounts for around half of the time allotted to
training new interpreters. Larger museums spend a considerable amount of time on customer
service. Almost all of the polled organizations provide some level of training in each of the
categories. There is virtually no difference between new and veteran interpreter training when
it comes to how classes and workshops are allotted among the categories.
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Breakout of Training for New Interpreters
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Program logistics
Interpretive technique(s)
Interpretive content
Institutional guidelines/policy
Customer service
Awareness training (diversity, harassment, safety, security, etc.)

Challenges facing the field today:
Participants in the survey were given a list of 20 issues facing the living history field and asked to rank
their top five concerns. Their feedback was computed by weighting their responses based on the
rankings in each list.
Clearly, many respondents are concerned about the diversity and makeup of their front line staff and
funding programs and salaries. In addition, when reviewing the telephone surveys in the next section,
it’s apparent that many in the field are concerned about the aging of front line staff and attracting
younger employees to the field.
These three issues were chosen by about half of the respondents as issues worthy of their top five
concerns for the field. The number of respondents choosing the next tier of concerns then drops off to
about 33%.
There is apparently very little concern about fitting out staff and site to accurately represent their time
period, providing training, or attracting school groups.
Having to turn away visitors is not an issue!
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Challenge
Ranking
Rating value
Creating a racially/ethnically diverse
corps of interpreters
Funding programming
Interpreter compensation
Marketing programs
Recruiting qualified interpreters
Retaining qualified interpreters
Finding staff interested in learning and
preserving historic trades
Declining public attendance
Time for program development
Sustaining interpreter morale
On-site
supervision/observation/coaching of
interpretive staff
Inability to meet school demand
Interpreter training
Declining attendance of school groups

Total
1
5
8

2
4
2

3
3

4
2
3
4
3
1

4
4
3
2
2
5

4
2
2
2
1
1

6
2
1
2

1
2
1

2
1

3
1
4
1

1
4
1
1

2

1
1

2
1
1

Maintaining an authentic-looking site
free of modern encroachments
Finding accurate reproductions for
your time period
Clothing your staff in period
appropriate clothing
Other (appropriateness of using LH for
the topics we cover)
Having to turn visitors away due to
staff limitations

1

1

1

1

1

2

5
1
4
4
2

54

1
1
1

49
46
37
37
31
29

3
2
1
2

27
27
20
15

2
1

13
13
11
11
9

1

1
1

11

2
4

2

1

Having to turn visitors away due to
space limitations

4
2
1

8
7

1

1

6

1

1
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The Elusive “Other” Category:
Survey participants were given an opportunity to add final thoughts to the survey. In general,
sustainability—both in funding and being relevant in our ever evolving world—seems to occupy the
minds of the respondents as they wrap up the survey:
o

o

o

o

o
o
o

Marketing a living history museum is a primary challenge as we work against negative stereotypes
and misunderstanding of what the experience can be. There is concern that living history lacks
worth in contemporary society, it is a challenge to market its importance.
We are attempting to give a fresh face to living history programming for a modern audience that is
looking to be entertained. The programs are evolving as we add dramatic interpretation and train
seasoned interpreters to adapt to a changing audience.
We don't exactly do "living-history." We have more of a mix of interpretation with the fort itself
being the only "living-history" related thing. The interpretative programming does incorporate
some first-person, depending on the preference of the interpreter.
Until a year ago, the site had been operating without a long range interpretive plan. Once
implemented and with the addition of formal interpretive training, the living history program has
been steadily growing and producing positive results with staff, volunteers and the public.
We are worried about long term sustainability as our endowment was not properly planned and is
not large enough to cover costs and our visitation has not yet met expectations to close the gap.
Even though we have several challenges such has funding we do the best we can with what we have
with a very dedicated group.
We are operated by the state, which poses unique challenges in staffing. Funding for programming
comes from our support organization that must reach agreements with the state as well.
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So, What Have We Learned . . .









Most living history sites continue to rely on traditional time-tested methods of presentation such as
third-person interpretation and demonstrations but the use of interactive activities and blurring the
lines between past and present have a definite foothold.
Front line staff almost across the board are not paid career-level wages.
Training at most sites has a balance of topics and issues that go beyond content. Interpretive
technique training appears to be taken seriously.
Respondents seem to feel okay about how they depict the past through material culture; they are
less confident that their ability to accurately replicate the trades and skills of the past are where
they should be.
The demographic makeup of front line staff does not accurately reflect today’s multi-cultural mix,
making it difficult to attract new audiences.
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The Phone Interviews:
Twelve living history managers participated in telephone interviews and answered a series of set
questions. The interviews lasted from 25 to 45 minutes. The interviewees were generally very
experienced in the administration of living history programs. The average length of experience is 20
years; four have been in the field over 25 years. Only one has been involved less than 10 years.

What is the most significant change in living history that you’ve experienced/witnessed over the
course of your career?
How has the public’s expectations changed over time?
Most respondents feel that visitors’ expectations have grown over the years. They expect a more
immersive experience, an experience that blurs the line between authenticity and entertainment.
Visitors continue to trust us as a source for accurate information but there is a sense among the
respondents that, over the course of the past decades, they increasingly want an experience that is
exciting and dramatic, even if it skews the past a bit. For example, a couple of managers mentioned that
visitors would like reenactor weekends to include a battle, even if the site never had one on or near its
grounds.
Technology is increasingly becoming both a competitor and contributor to living history experiences.
Although most managers note that families want to be immersed in the past, to “be back then,” they
still want to bring smart phones and tablets onsite to record the immersion, whether as a selfie or in
videos.
There is also a shift to interpretive styles that are more conversational and include more hands-on
interactions. Though hands-on activities have long been a hallmark of living history programs, several
managers felt the degree and depth of involvement has amped up over the past several years.
In addition:





The internet and social media has emboldened visitors’ sense of historical proficiency. Several
felt that, anecdotally, visitors come to a site with more historical background and heightened
expectations. As to whether that background is accurate, well . . .
25% of respondents commented on a decline in attendance over time that, despite an improved
economy, is not returning to previous highs.
Some felt that attention spans and interactions, though more conversational, have gotten
shorter.

Living history is one of many educational methods that organizations can employ to engage the
public. What are its advantages over other techniques, such as exhibitry, non-costumed interpreters,
signage, digital apps, etc?
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Respondents used two words repeatedly to answer this question: “connections,” and “sensory.” They
felt strongly that living history helped visitors draw connections between past and present, particularly
between what they were experiencing and how it relates to their lives. They also felt that living history
involved all the senses, creating a dynamic, rich experience that is unique. As one manager said, living
history creates “a mental souvenir that helps history stand out in the minds of the visitor.” The value of
encountering an interpreter whose outward appearance is different from the visitor’s is very high; the
novelty of period clothing and obsolete tools and objects challenges the visitor’s preconception of what
the past was all about (we’ll discuss authenticity later).
Living history is not without its drawbacks, however. It is a very expensive method to field and recruiting
and retaining staff is increasingly difficult.

Living history is most often presented in either the first person or third. Which technique do you use
and why?
While many of the museums surveyed use both techniques, the vast majority of respondents prefer
using third-person interpretation over first. They like the flexibility that third-person gives them in
meeting the needs of their visitors. They find it’s easier to adjust to visitor questions and interests and
relate past to present. Third-person interpretation is also much more effective in addressing
controversial topics and controlling the presentation, though the managers readily admit that the power
of first-person interpretation elicits a strong emotional response in the visitor, when done well.
Most, if they use first person technique, only use it for special event or as an advertised program. First
person is considered problematic in several ways:




Many felt that it was challenging hiring staff that could be successful doing character
interpretation.
First-person interpreters can be very intimidating to visitors, who often shy away from “playing
the game.” It takes a very special interpreter to be able to effectively interact with the public
Training can be expensive

There are those that suggest that living history does a disservice to the past since we can never really
completely replicate it. There will always be inaccuracies either because of gaps in the historical
record or in order to accommodate modern day needs. What is your response?
Where, if anywhere, do you draw the line on authenticity?
All the managers were more than willing to come to the defense of living history, despite the challenges
of recreating the past. All readily admitted that lapses in documentation, visitor comfort, and legal
regulations conspire against a faithful and accurate depiction of the past. But all are equally willing to
put forth their best effort, recognizing that there will be inaccuracies. No one suggested not using living
history because the pros of using it to introduce visitors to the past are too strong.
Most stressed the importance of being honest with the visitor and being open about portions of the
experience that we just don’t know much about or accommodating modern regulations. A few suggest
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that inaccuracies or best guesses are teachable moments to demonstrate the process of history and how
we merge the historical record with educated conjecture and modern-day compromises to present a
reasonable representation of the past. Maintaining trust with the public is an important component of
presenting living history and making sure that they don’t damage that trust weighs heavily on managers’
minds when it comes to recognizing historical shortcomings.
One respondent emphasized that his site was “not recreating the past, but, rather, interpreting the
past.” Their job is not simply to depict the site in an earlier time, but to use the environment to teach
about the past. If that means adding modern amenities for visitor comfort or leaving out buildings or
implements that don’t add to the story or mission, then so be it.
There are several times when authenticity is compromised, either because of regulations or sensitivity
to modern-day sensibilities:










All recognize the importance of being ADA-compliant. There was no consensus on whether you
attempt to mask intrusions or just go it. Cost is often an factor
Most accepted that employment laws occasionally oblige them to hire persons to do work or
wear clothing that is historically inappropriate. Many managers noted that they have women in
men’s clothing demonstrating male activities, such as soldiering. Others have persons in period
clothing whose ethnicity is inappropriate. They admit to occasional visitor comments of political
correctness or disappointment but all agree that hiring the best person for the job trumps
authenticity.
Some commented on reviewing terminology that might be accurate but inappropriate for
modern sensibilities and prefer to adjust to avoid interpretations that could be taken out of
context.
Period clothing is another area of concern, most often the cost of authentic articles like
eyeglasses and shoes. Some admit that staff comfort will occasionally supersede authenticity
and accommodation for shoes and foundation garments are made.
Christmas is another challenge to authenticity. Most managers accept that the holiday season is
one where the institution suspends authenticity in order to help the community celebrate.
Managers also mentioned climate control for collections and visitor safety

The hot phrase in history museums these days is “being relevant.” What does that mean in regards to
the presentation of living history?
75% of the respondents used the word “connections” in their response. “Connections to current
events,” “connections between the past and visitors’ lives,” “connect to the present,” are just some of
the comments. Making connections between past and present was a universal aspiration that came
through loud and clear during the interviews. A couple of managers admitted that interpreters/
volunteers are often hesitant to bring up current events and prefer to not be explicit about drawing
comparisons between past and present. Others noted that connections can be made about basic things
such as food; it doesn’t necessarily need to be controversial issues such as gun control or religion. All
believed that their job didn’t stop at depicting the past, that connecting it to their visitors’ lives today
was paramount.
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What is the future for living history programming?
Responses to this question ran the gamut from skepticism to optimism for the future of living history. At
one end, managers were concerned about attracting the next generation of living history employees.
They also see a shift to needing to find ways of not only educating the public but considering the
entertainment factor as well, which may not go down too well with some purists.
Others are excited about the potential for what appears to be the public’s increasing interest in being
immersed in the past and having the opportunity to be more participatory. It is possible that games set
in the past such as Assassin’s Creed and television shows such as Outlander have spurred an interest in
history, even if it might be at the expense of educational value. It’s a foot in the door. What the future
looks like is wide open and could include the integration of technology as well as other methods of more
traditional interpretation, such as storytelling and roleplaying.
In the end, all of the respondents believed that living history will need to change and evolve in order to
continue capturing the public’s imagination of what the past was like and why they should care about it.

This report was written by Mark Howell, Director of Education at the JamestownYorktown Foundation. Thanks go to intern Amy Barnes, who compiled much of the
data and conducted interviews, Betty Jane Turner, who developed the mailing list,
Dale Hall who set up and tallied the survey responses, and Jamie Helmick, Don
Reimert, Cindy Daniels, Kaia Mosely, and Lara Templin who also conducted phone
interviews.
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Our thanks to all the respondents who spent a considerable amount of time taking the survey and
participating in the phone interviews. Without your efforts, this report would not exist.
Appendix I:
Survey Participants
(“*” indicates an institution that also participated in the phone interviews)

Atkins-Johnson Farm and Museum

Manitowoc County Historical Society

Colonial Pennsylvania Plantation

Michigan's Heritage Park of the Lakeshore
Museum Center*

The Colonial Williamsburg Foundation*

Michigan’s Heritage Park

Conner Prairie*

Midway Village Museum

Duke Homestead State Historic Site

Minnesota Historical Society*

The Farmers’ Museum

Museum of Idaho

Fort Nisqually Living History Museum

Oklahoma Historical Society

Fort Nisqually*

Old Barracks Museum

Fort Pitt Museum

Old Fort Jackson

Frontier Culture Museum of Virginia

Old Salem*

Genesee Country Village & Museum*

Roscoe Village

Hickory Ridge Living History Museum, Southern
Appalachian Historical Association

Sainte Marie among the Hurons

Historic Huguenot Street*

Shoal Creek Living History Museum

Historic St. Mary's City *

Strawbery Banke Museum

Jamestown-Yorktown Foundation

Upper Canada Village*

Kona Historical Society*

Waterloo Region Museum

Leonis Adobe Museum*

The Whaling Museum and Education Center of
Cold Spring Harbor

Lincoln Log Cabin Foundation
Lincoln's New Salem State Historic Site
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