


Initial Question:

Will Americans want to celebrate 
the 250th anniversary of the 
signing of the Declaration of 

Independence?

And if so … how?
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We quickly realized there was a lot 
more to this question than first 

appeared.
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This was a question about 
American patriotism and identity … 
and how that shapes how people 

view the past and the stories of our 
country’s founding.
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It brought us to questions about 
mythology, bias, historical truth, and 

inclusive history.
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What divides us?

And what unites us?
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We found, no surprise, that it is 
complicated, messy, and our 
questions evoked very strong 

feelings … across the spectrum of 
our population.
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This research presentation focuses on 
research fielded before the pandemic, 
but the findings likely remain relevant 

during and after the pandemic.

Additional insights from the COVID-19 
follow-up research is at the end of this 

deck.
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In this research there was a strong 
clustering of values, attitudes, and 
beliefs that affected how people 

viewed the past and our country … 
and it reflected the current 
polarization in our society.
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For the majority of people, these 
clusters hold largely true … though 

some may differ on an attribute or two, 
or vary in intensity of feeling.



Please be mindful: 
while the clusters inform us of what 
traits generally cluster together …



… it is inappropriate to make 
assumptions about an individual based 

on demographic indicators alone.

Not everyone falls neatly into a cluster 
on all traits.
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Thus, these clusters of values, 
attitudes, and beliefs affect how the 
United States and its past is viewed.

We’ll be discussing much that divides 
us … and some things where we don’t 

differ that much after all.
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Relaxing was the primary goal of 
the broader panelists of casual and 
non-visitors to history museums … 
though most museum-goers valued 

it to some degree as well. 
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But some museum-goers don’t 
have “relaxing” as a leisure travel 

goal.
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What do they mean by “exploring?”

Mostly, it is figuring out what makes a 
place unique … the quirks, the 

landscape, the people, the food.

Ultimately, it was about exploring the 
sense of place of a destination.
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For many museum-goers, 
exploration, not relaxation, was the 

primary goal of leisure travel.
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The broader panelists generally liked 
the idea of exploring as well … but a 
lighter-weight version than museum-

goers.

Their exploration was less likely to 
include informal learning and history-

focused activities.
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A recurring theme of both panels was 
exploring food while on vacation.
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But “sense of place” often included 
the history.

Both museum-goers and the 
broader panelists felt history was 

fundamental to providing a sense of 
place.
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Learning, including the personal growth 
outcomes of learning, were not the 
explicit motivation for most of the 

broader panelists. And history typically 
came under the “learning” category.
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Museum-goers, on the other hand, 
often mentioned learning as part of 
exploring … and some were very 

explicit about learning as a primary 
vacation goal.
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And a few history museum-goers 
make history the point of their 

leisure travel.
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For museum-goers, the multiple 
motivations around leisure time makes it 

easy for museums to serve them.

But for the broader panelists, history is 
only part of the exploration process, but 

it is a part of place that makes travel 
enticing.
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Panelists were also introspective 
when they thought about what they 
valued about their leisure travel … 
with prosocial outcomes coming 

out.
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And history, through its ability to 
help us understand other people 
and cultures, is a big part of that.
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History museum-goers are super 
engaged with history … as we would 

expect.

The broader population isn’t … but that 
doesn’t mean they don’t value history.
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First, let’s examine attitudes around 
history from the broader panel.
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When comparing responses from the 
broader panel to the museum-goers 
panel, the broader panel participated 
in far fewer history activities, and at a 

more superficial level. 

They expressed critiques of history 
museums and historic sites, but also 

shared what would engage them.
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There was a tension, however, 
between broader goals of relaxation 

and how they explore difficult 
content many history museums and 

historic sites share. 
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The strong consensus of the 
broader population was that history 
museums and historic sites have a 
moral obligation to share difficult 

history.

86



But for many, doing so would affect 
their desire to visit.
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This indicates that lack of inclusion 
may be a barrier to history 

engagement, rooted in how history 
is taught in school and continuing to 

how history is presented, or 
perceived to be presented, today.
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There were also major differences 
in how history museum-goers 

approach the past … whether it is 
to learn and cultivate pride and 
unity … or to learn and cultivate 

empathy and equity.
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But beyond those two themes, 
preferences on how we share the 
past become more tightly linked to 

values, attitudes, and beliefs.

And the differences between the 
clusters were apparent in the panel 

work, but quantifiable in the 
museum-goers survey.
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Ultimately, when comparing museum-
goers with broader panelists, the clear 

difference was in attitude about 
engaging with the past in the first place. 

There are those who are engaged, and 
others who value history but see it as 

more work and less engaging. 
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But for individuals who are engaged 
with the past, sharp differences 

arise that are driven by their values, 
attitudes, and beliefs … including 

how we perceive our country in the 
first place.
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1 Generalized definitions taken from University of Washington professor Christopher Parker’s work on patriotism
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Panelists in both panels 
represented a spectrum of attitudes 
around American identity that lined 
up with their patriotic identity and 

values.
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For Blind Patriots in the Traditional 
Cluster, American identity was 

rather straightforward. 
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But those in the Neoteric Cluster, which 
includes more Symbolic Patriots and 

those without patriotic identity, American 
identity was more complicated.

For some, there had been a shift in their 
American identity in recent years.
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But for people of color, responses 
were sharper.
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Thus, we can conclude that those who 
are in the Traditional Cluster who are 

engaged with history are already visiting 
history museums … and the others in 

this cluster are among the least likely to 
visit.
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But while those in the Neoteric Cluster are 
more likely to visit history museums, many 

are casual visitors who could be 
encouraged to visit more often … and 

some are choosing not to visit because 
they don’t think museums are inclusive 

enough. 

Audience growth, is most likely to come 
from those in the Neoteric Cluster.
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But history museums can’t ignore 
the significant percentage of 

engaged history museum-goers 
who are from the Traditional 

Cluster. 
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The evidence from this research 
makes clear that our values, 

attitudes, and beliefs strongly affect 
how we view the past.

Fortunately … most people admit 
this.
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0.0%

22.5%

45.0%

67.5%

Always neutral Yes, when most people
agree

Yes, evidence and
mission-based

Yes, activist None of these/I don't
know

All Museums History Museums Broader Population

Source: 2020 Annual Survey of Museum-Goers (Wilkening Consulting + AAM)



140



141



142



143



144



145



146



147



148



That extends to our country’s 
founding stories.
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The divisions between the two 
clusters here are deep … divisive 

… and there is a great deal of 
finger-pointing.
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But some from the Traditional 
Cluster are more skeptical.
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First, the majority of the Traditional 
Cluster tend to support the status quo 

… which isn’t an endorsement, but 
neither is it perceived as a problem.

And some in the Traditional Cluster do
want slavery thoroughly examined.
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But there is a significant segment of 
visitors and some potential visitors 
who have concerns … and they are 

virtually all from the Traditional 
Cluster.
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Among this segment of the 
Traditional Cluster, there was a 

strong sense of defensiveness, as 
well as loss aversion as they felt 

that “their” history was being 
sacrificed for history that wasn’t as 

important. 
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And much of this is driven by one 
thing:
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The anti-inclusive segment of the 
Traditional Cluster was defensive, 

fearful, at times angry, and
sometimes offensive.
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But there are also individuals in the 
Traditional Cluster who may fall in 

the “status quo” category of 
inclusion … but are also conveying 

discomfort with a more inclusive 
history. 
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Individuals from the Neoteric 
Cluster also explored ideas of 

discomfort around inclusion … but 
typically framed it as productive 

discomfort.
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And some from the Neoteric Cluster 
did their share of fingerpointing
towards anti-inclusive attitudes.
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All of these fears and emotions, on 
both sides, are palpable and strong 
… and a central part of how people 

think about the past and this 
country. 
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Understanding the emotions underlying 
the differences is vital:

Some in the Traditional Cluster feel 
guilt, shame, and loss.

Some in the Neoteric Cluster feel regret 
and remorse.

BOTH feel anger, especially towards 
each other.
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And they all want you to present 
what they think is a balanced 

narrative. 
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This imbalance underscores why 
there is no neutral position.
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And this all affects what they want 
for America in 2026.
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Consensus that everyone wants 
what is best for our families, 

communities, and country in 2026.

And many wished for a less 
polarized and divisive public 

discourse. 
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But there were strong differences in 
opinion about what that means.
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Some point to the past as the ideal 
to go back to. 

Others point to a more equitable 
society they hope to find in the 

future.
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There was little agreement.

Only 7% of Traditional Cluster made 
comments that fell into the themes 
common among Neoteric Cluster.

And only 3% of Neoteric Cluster made 
comments that fell into the themes 

common among the Traditional Cluster.
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And there were fears that our 
country is doomed.
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If we are envisioning such different 
Americas … how can we come 
together to commemorate the 

250th?
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First the good news.

The majority of Americans DO want 
to mark the 250th.
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But their enthusiasm wasn’t 
universal … and they had different 

ideas of how.
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First, what do we call it?
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At first glance, it looks like 
“celebration” is the right word …

… but it skewed toward the 
Traditional Cluster, and the Neoteric 

Cluster was less enthusiastic. 
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And for those who had significant 
concerns about how inclusive 
events will be, or that the U.S. 

hasn’t lived up to its values, the 
word “celebration” can appear to be 

tone-deaf (or worse).

213



Thus, “commemoration” is 
recommended for broader 

engagement.
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So how will they want to mark the 
250th?
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But underlying all of this was the 
values that people hold about our 
country … and what they want to 

bring forward in that moment.
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It is not at all recommended that 
history organizations lead with a 

“tear it up” message … but there is 
an interesting and productive idea 

here. 
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If Americans were to create a 
statement of values today, what 

would it include? And who would we 
include in the writing? 

That thought exercise can be a 
source of productive discourse.
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There is also a segment with the 
Neoteric Cluster that sees nothing 
to celebrate in 2026 … and they 

wrote vividly about why.

Virtually all of the comments 
revolved around inclusion.
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Inclusion of women.
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Inclusion of people of color.
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And a few from the Neoteric cluster 
feared the 250th would be used to 

further weaponize patriotism.
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So what are the ultimate outcomes 
desired from the 250th? 

It varies. 
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This research was then used to 
assess potential messaging for the 

250th.

The following is taken from a 
working document provided by 

Virginia history museums.
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So consider how to frame the 250th

in ways that Traditional audiences 
feel good about … while also giving 
more skeptical Neoteric audiences 

something to feel pride in.

246



247



248



249















So when we are considering how to 
engage these audiences across the 

spectrum, it becomes tricky fast.
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And remember: museum 
professionals are much more likely 
to be part of the Neoteric Cluster.
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If we don’t want to alienate 
Traditional audiences…

…pacing is key. 

261



And the inclusive history primer* 
continues to hold true … especially 

when it comes to engaging 
Traditional audiences, but also to 
earn the trust of more skeptical 
potential Neoteric audiences.

262
*Originally developed as part of the Inclusive History in America client project.
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The 250th is an opportunity to 
engage broader audiences 

meaningfully … but we can start 
now.
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Four Ways to Learn More:

• All can be found at wilkeningconsulting.com
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While a desire for unity wasn’t 
uncommon in our original research 
(before the COVID-19 pandemic), 
there were a few comments that 
pointed to how tragic events can 
catalyze unity … mostly among 

political moderates.
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It is unclear if this pandemic will 
have that long-term effect, but a 

month after the qualitative panels 
closed, we reopened them to ask 

panelists four more questions 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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But there were varying levels of 
concern about the long-term 

ramifications.
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And there were hopes this would 
unify us.
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Panelists were also asked about the financial 
stresses museums are experiencing, as well as 

what would make them feel safe and 
comfortable upon reopening. 

Those results mirrored national findings fielded 
on behalf of the American Alliance of Museums, 

and infographic Data Stories, including any 
updates as events unfold, can be found at 
http://www.wilkeningconsulting.com/data-

stories.html.
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