
Mission Possible: 
One Museum’s Journey to a Sustainable Membership Program

October 22, 2020
2020 AMMC Presentation | Mission Possible: One Museum’s 

Journey to a Sustainable Membership Program 2



October 22, 2020
2020 AMMC Presentation | Mission Possible: One Museum’s 

Journey to a Sustainable Membership Program 3

Eastern State Penitentiary is 
located in the heart 
Philadelphia, PA. 
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• Imagined by (mostly 
Quaker) reformers in the 
Philadelphia Society for 
Alleviating the Miseries 
of Public Prisons

• World’s first penitentiary

• Eastern State was 
designed by John 
Haviland and opened in 
1829



In 1965, Eastern State Penitentiary was 
named a National Historic Landmark 
for its influence on the design and 
operation of 300 prisons on six continents



Prisoners lived and worked in 
isolation in their cells 23 hours/day 
with two half hour periods of 
exercise in individual
open-air yards.
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1836: Designed for 450 prisoners 1960: Housing up to 1800 prisoners

Eastern State’s Radial Plan Grows



1970: Eastern 
State closes and 
prisoners are 
transferred to SCI 
Graterford
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1980:  The City of 
Philadelphia takes 
ownership of the site

1985: Eastern State 
became an abandoned 
urban jungle
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1974-1989: Plans for 
redevelopment 
emerge… 

• Retail stores
• A Parking lot
• Condos
• A night club

… and are rejected in 
favor of preservation.



1991: Stabilization and preservation
begin, first Halloween fundraiser is 
held 

1994: Eastern State Penitentiary 
Historic Site opens for daily tours



1991: Stabilization and preservation
begin, first Halloween fundraiser is 
held 

1994: Eastern State Penitentiary 
Historic Site opens for daily tours



From 
Preservation 
and Stabilization 
to Interpretation



Programmatic Impact through Exhibitions:
• The Big Graph (2014)
• Prisons Today: Questions in the Age of Mass

Incarceration (2016)
• Hidden Lives Illuminated (2019)



Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site 
interprets the legacy of American 
criminal justice reform, from the nation’s 
founding through to the present day, 
within the long-abandoned cellblocks of 
the nation’s most historic prison.
- Adopted by the Board of Directors, June 2017



The fundraiser lurking behind this success…
Terror Behind the Walls





Mission Possible: One 
Museum’s Journey to a 

Sustainable Membership 
Program



Eastern State’s Membership Program 
By The Numbers
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742 total 
member 
households

300 paying 
members

442 
complimentary 
members
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The History of 
Eastern State’s 
Membership 
Program

3



What is the 
Neighborhood 
Member 
Program?
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• 2018
•Researched other membership programs nationwide with social 
cause missions
•Surveyed members and non-members
•Launched the Member Saturday program

•2019
•Designed membership’s new look and feel
•Updated systems
•Launched the new program with an upgrade offer

•2020
•Created a paying pipeline for our complimentary Neighborhood 
member program
•Pivoted to virtual programs in the face of Covid-19
•Reopened in August, 2020



We surveyed our 
members, non-
members and 
lapsed members.

6
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The membership program supports and engages a community of 

individuals who are eager to become more deeply involved in our 

mission and activities. With a visitor-centric approach and an 

organizational commitment to accessibility and inclusion, our 

member program develops meaningful relationships, offers 

opportunities to participate in innovate programming, and creates a 

pathway to philanthropic growth.



Updated Core Benefits
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Free, unlimited daytime admission to the historic    
site
Invitations to members-only experiences
20% Discount in the museum store
Complimentary one-time guest pass(es)
Express admissions line
Free photography pass
Discounts on ticketed events
Subscription to quarterly Member News



New 
Welcome 
Packet
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MEMBERS  
EVENTS
Experience Eastern State as only  
members can, through exclusive Member 
Saturday tours on the third Saturday of  
each month at 11:00 am. RSVP online at  
EasternState.org/MemberEvents

Use the magnetic frame you received with your  
welcome packet to display upcoming events.  
We will send an updated calendar in the spring.

2027 Fairmount Avenue 
Philadelphia, PA 19130



Consistency Across  
Collateral
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New Renewal Portal and 
Updated Website
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Program Launch
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Upgraded paying members for free
Special offer to add 12 months at 10% off
Created an avenue to move complimentary 
members to paying members



Member 
News

Quarterly communications highlighting perks and featuring members’ stories 
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Member 
Saturday



What would you do with Capone’s Cell?
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Transformation Yoga Project
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Field Bags
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The Story of 
Ron Johnson



Eastern State’s 
Membership Program 
Featured As Case Study
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The Field Continues to Evolve



…what about 
membership?

2020 AMMC Presentation | Mission Possible: One Museum’s Journey to a 
Sustainable Membership Program



Connect with the 
museum!

Value

Sense of 
Belonging

Benefits

??



Data Collection
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Semi-structured 
interviews

Ranging from 30 to 
45 minutes

Non-members and 
Members



Key Findings
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Members and non-members reacted positively to 
Eastern State’s new mission 
Access, value and association continues to play 
an important role in membership retention and 
acquisition
Relationship to incarceration



Member 
Preview
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Reopening Eastern State



Night Tours Member Preview
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Artifacts After Dark
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In 2019 (pre-pandemic): 
👍 310,000+ visitors 
👍 28,000 students
👍 47% visitors are under 35
👍 $10M budget

Attendance
has grown

in 15 years
8x

Eastern
State
Penitentiary
Daytime
Attendance



Economic Impact (pre-pandemic)



Planned Visitor Center
Phase I: complete!
Phases II and III: funding dependent



• Membership programs went virtual. 
• The Searchlight Series, our monthly speaker 

program went weekly;
• New! Hospital Tours, a livestream program that 

explored how the penitentiary’s past can help 
illuminate healthcare in prisons today;

• New! Prisons and the Pandemic a web series 
that shared the latest on the COVID-19 inside 
of prisons and jails throughout the United 
States; and



New in 2020

Night Tours






