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Deferred Maintenance Persists and Costs to Repair Are

What GAO Found

For an estimated 77 percent (about 12,300) of the nation’s museums, the
condition of at least one building system (e.g., heating, ventilation, and air
conditioning) or building issue puts their collections at risk of damage or loss,
according to GAO’s survey of museums. An estimated 73 percent, or about
11,900 museums, cited at least one building system or facility issue that poses a
potential health or safety concern. Further, GAO estimates that nearly half of
museums identified physical accessibility, such as inaccessible entrances, as a
potential concern. Museum representatives said they have no options but to
store collections in areas that experience water leaks or uncontrolled
temperature or humidity.

Fine Art Stored in Bathroom (left) and Tribal Files and Artifacts Stored in Basement
That Experiences Flooding Risk (right)
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The total cost to repair museums nationwide is unknown. Stakeholders cite
challenges with limited museum resources to conduct facility assessments and
expertise required to report accurate cost estimates for repairs. An estimated 85
percent (about 13,700) of museums report having a backlog of deferred
maintenance and repair, and an estimated 80 percent expect deferred
maintenance to persist or increase in the next 3 years based on projected
budgets and planned projects. An estimated 49 percent, or about 7,900
museums, have a deferred maintenance backlog of more than $100,000 each.

Common challenges to addressing facility repair cited by museums in response
to GAOQO’s survey are funding availability and construction costs. Specifically,
funding is a key challenge to addressing maintenance and repairs for an
estimated 85 percent of museums. An estimated 80 percent of museums use
donations or fundraising to address repairs. However, reliance on fundraising can
pose challenges, particularly in rural areas with limited funding opportunities, or
for museums with limited expertise or capacity for fundraising.

Why GAO Did This Study

Museums preserve history and serve an
educational role. However, many
museums are in aging buildings, and
their building systems may need repair
or replacement to prevent damage to
collections. While the federal agency,
the Institute of Museum and Library
Services (IMLS), supports museum
programs and services, museums are
prohibited from using IMLS funds for
building construction.

The Joint Explanatory Statement
accompanying the Departments of
Labor, Health and Human Services, and
Education, and Related Agencies
Appropriations Act, 2024, includes a
provision for GAO to study the
availability and conditions of museum
facilities. This report examines the
reported physical conditions of museum
facilities and the estimated cost and
challenges to addressing facility repair
needs. GAO'’s scope included public
(other than federal) and private
nonprofit museums, excluding museum
disciplines focused on living collections,
like zoos.

GAO conducted a sample survey
generalizable to an in-scope population
of nearly 16,700 museums in 50 states
and the District of Columbia. The survey
results can be found on the “Additional
Data” link of GAO’s website. GAO
visited 17 museums across two Tribal
Nations, six states, the District of
Columbia, and Puerto Rico. GAO
selected these jurisdictions based on
state or territorial funding for museum
facilities, the number of natural
disasters experienced in the last 5
years, and geography. GAO also
interviewed officials from IMLS; local
and tribal museums; state museum
associations; and other museum
stakeholders, including the American
Alliance of Museums; Association of
Tribal Archives, Libraries, and
Museums; and Small Museum
Association.
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