
 
 

 
 
 

An invitation to apply for the position of 
 

 
 

President 
Chicago, Illinois 

 
 
THE SEARCH 
 
The Chicago History Museum (CHM) seeks a visionary, collegial, and entrepreneurial leader to serve 
as its next President. Established in 1856, less than twenty years after the incorporation of Chicago, 
CHM is internationally recognized for its innovative exhibitions, educational programs, physical and 
digital collections, and creative engagement with its environs. CHM’s dedication to Chicago guides 
and inspires the work of the institution: CHM collects, preserves, interprets, and presents the full 
and multicultural sweep of the city's history.  
 
CHM is Chicago's oldest cultural institution and has adopted a forward-thinking approach that places 
it at the forefront of cultural and historical organizations. It was founded as the Chicago Historical 
Society; in 2006, following an extensive building renovation and rebranding initiative, the Society 
forged a new public identity as the Chicago History Museum. In so doing, CHM distinguished itself 
among collections-based historical societies in emphasizing accessible, inclusive, and interactive 
experiences open to the public. In the last decade CHM has solidified its position of leadership in 
the field by investing in a broad-based digital platform, thereby increasing access, providing depth 
of content online, and creating multilayered, multimodal visitor experiences. The Museum serves 
as a cultural hub for the greater Chicago area, with vital connections to the Chicago Park District, 
Chicago Public Schools, sister museums in Chicago, higher education institutions, and many 
community organizations. CHM welcomes 250,000 visitors annually. Many professional and public 
historians consider CHM to be the leading urban history museum in the nation. 
 
The Chicago History Museum seeks a seasoned professional with a passion for the city and stories 
of Chicago, and whose vision matches the Museum in boldness and ambition. The President will 
extend the reach of CHM, broaden its engagement with all the communities of Chicago, further the 
impact of its exhibitions and programs, expand its digital footprint, and deepen its already-strong 
base of support. Partnering with the Board of Trustees and the staff, the President will provide 
strategic direction, tactical leadership, and administrative guidance. The successful individual will 
possess an innovative and inventive mindset; the experience and knowledge to oversee a complex, 
resource-intensive organization; demonstrated commitment to strengthening diversity, equity, 
inclusion, and access; and the ability to build enthusiasm and support among all stakeholders. 
 



 
Chicago History Museum 
President 
 

 2 

 

Isaacson, Miller, the national executive search firm, has been retained to support the search 
committee in this effort. Confidential inquiries, nominations, and applications can be directed to the 
firm as noted at the end of this document. 
 
THE CHICAGO HISTORY MUSEUM 
 
From the outset, the Chicago History Museum has existed to serve Chicago, strengthen its social and 
civic fabric, and connect its people to its history. The Museum collects and preserves millions of 
artifacts, documents, and images that relate to Chicago's past. It is hard to imagine a more fertile 
subject for a history museum: Chicago is an international presence in the worlds of art, commerce, 
culture, education, entertainment, and industry. It is the nation's air and railway hub, and is the 
second-most visited city in the nation. It has a rich past—springing from a dynamic economy in the 
nineteenth century. And it boasts a vibrant and diverse population with nearly equal percentages of 
European Americans, African Americans, and Latinos, with sizable populations of Asians and Asian 
Americans.  
 
CHM is distinctive for its determination and drive: throughout its history, the Museum has 
consistently renewed and reinvented itself. Fifteen years after its founding in 1856, the then-
Chicago Historical Society and most of its collection burned during the Great Chicago Fire of 1871. 
After three years and a second fire that destroyed much of the remaining collection, the Society 
reopened, first erecting a massive stone edifice, and then moving to a new building in Lincoln Park 
in 1932, to house its expanding collection and celebrate the city's centennial. That 240,000 square-
foot building (with additions and renovations) has been the organization's home ever since. Over 
the years, underground storage, gallery spaces, and off-site storage facilities have been added.  
 
In February 2006, the year of its sesquicentennial, the organization assumed a new name—the 
Chicago History Museum—and reopened its building after a major renovation to 70 percent of its 
exhibition space. This latest iteration allows CHM to combine historical scholarship and accessible, 
inclusive educational programs; thought-provoking exhibitions; joyous community-building events; 
and opportunities for individual experiential learning and mutual understanding.  
 
Collections 
 
The Museum preserves nearly 30 million physical objects, images, and documents, organized into 
seven holding areas: Architecture, Archives and Manuscripts (including sound recordings), Costume 
and Textiles, Decorative and Industrial Arts, Library (published materials), Paintings and Sculpture 
(and works on paper), and Prints and Photographs (and film and video). Because of the dual role 
that CHM plays—as a museum and a library—the holdings are often characterized as either research 
collections (Architectural drawings and records, Archives and Manuscripts, Library, Prints and 
Photographs) or as museum collections (Architectural models and fragments, Costume and Textiles, 
Decorative and Industrial Arts, and Paintings and Sculpture). Those objects in the research 
collections are generally made available for hands-on use by the public in CHM's Research Center. 
The museum collection supports CHM's exhibitions and other educational programs.  
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In 2017, CHM formally became a "digital first" museum, committing to a digital approach that is 
experimental, agile, and collaborative. This has been a cross-museum effort, touching on every 
project and process at the Chicago History Museum, from audience engagement to education and 
exhibitions, Museum operations, and visitor experience. The Museum shares its collections across 
the globe through virtual exhibitions, and its archival digitization programs set national standards 
for their scale and importance. CHM also partners with radio stations and the Library of Congress to 
catalogue and stream thousands of hours of its Studs Terkel oral history archive. In addition, the 
Museum has one of the most extensive online photo collections in the country.  

Staff Capacity and Finances 

At the heart of CHM is its workforce—approximately 100 staff members in administration, building 
and visitor services, collections and research, institutional advancement, and interpretation and 
education—unmatched in their dedication and professionalism. Many have been at the Museum 
for decades and represent CHM's greatest resource in intellectual energy and institutional 
memory. The staff partner with a committed corps of 100 volunteers and 50 interns. Together 
they fuel and give shape to CHM's ambitions. 

The FY20 operating budget is $10 million, of which 32 percent comes from contributions, 28 percent 
from earned revenue, 21 percent from investment income, and 19 percent from the Chicago Park 
District. In 2019, CHM's endowment was $79 million. 

Leadership and Governance 

Long-time president, Gary T. Johnson, has announced his desire to step down at the end of this 
calendar year. Since 2005, CHM has been led by Gary, who took the helm of the Museum after a 28-
year legal career. Under his leadership the Museum expanded its fundraising efforts (its 
most recent campaign, This is Chicago, concluded in December 2019 having raised over $50 
million); received the national medal of the Institute of Museum and Library Services, the 
nation's highest award for museums; and remade itself as the Chicago History Museum. For a 
decade, Johnson was President of Museums in the Park, the association of the 11 tax-funded 
museums that are on Chicago Park land.  

The President works with, supports, and is supported by a generous Board of Trustees, composed 
of 98 trustees, including 45 voting trustees and 30 life trustees, and 23 emeritus trustees. The 
current chair of the Board is Walter Carlson. Heading up the search committee is Daniel Jaffee, who 
will be the chairman of the museum beginning January 1, 2021. 

The Chicago History Museum operates as the building and institutional public presence under the 
auspices and legal oversight of the Chicago Historical Society.  

For more information, visit www.chicagohistory.org. 

http://www.chicagohistory.org/
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ROLE OF THE PRESIDENT  
 
The President is the chief executive of the Chicago History Museum and serves as its primary 
champion, advocate, and spokesperson. The President provides inspiring leadership and 
institutional cohesion, communicates the work and aspirations of the Museum, mobilizes support, 
and ensures that the institution is represented and included in local, regional, and national 
conversations about Chicago history and culture.  
 
Internally, the President works closely with the Vice President of Finance and the Senior Vice 
President; the three of them constitute the Executive Team. They are joined by the Director of 
Institutional Advancement and the Chief Strategic Initiative Officer to form the Museum's 
Coordinating Council. Externally, the President represents and advances CHM's presence and role 
in serving the communities and institutions of Chicago. The Museum is a significant force in the 
cultural life of the city and advances the health and vitality of the region. 
 
This is a highly visible position. In recent years, CHM has planted important stakes in the ground 
with respect to community engagement, digitization, diversity and inclusion, education, exhibitions, 
and the physical and digital visitor experience. Others look to the Museum and closely observe how 
it sets course, works collaboratively, grows and manages its collections, and identifies approaches 
and solutions to the challenges that all museums and cultural heritage organizations face today. 
Thus CHM plays a leadership role for the communities of Chicago, as well as for the community of 
museums and cultural institutions.  
 
 
KEY OPPORTUNITIES AND CHALLENGES 
 
The President will be empowered and expected to: 
 
Prepare for the next strategic visioning process, and execute on the plan. 
 
CHM is nearing the conclusion of its current strategic plan, which set forth an expansive vision of 
vigorous audience engagement, collaboration, digitization, and revenue generation. In the last 
several years, substantial achievements have been seen in all these areas (and more). The next 
President, working with the board and staff of the Museum, will extend this record of progress; 
identify and develop the approaches, resources, personnel, processes, and structures needed to 
advance this work; and ensure the sustainability of CHM's vision. 
 
Doing so will call for significant interdepartmental activity and cooperation, as well as capacity-
building. CHM's staff has always been its most significant asset, with deep expertise. Recently the 
Museum has been moving toward a matrixed organizational structure, the better to cut across 
departmental divisions and build cross-functional teams. When fully realized, the Museum should 
benefit from more robust information flow, clearer decision-making paths, and more nimble project 
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management. The President will lead the Executive Team and the Coordinating Council in lowering 
any remaining walls between departments, empowering the staff, and building a sense of shared 
ownership and enterprise. 
 
Strengthen Museum finances. 
 
A compelling case, an exciting vision, and loyal and generous supporters all made it possible to 
successfully close the This is Chicago campaign in late 2019. The Museum has seen impressive 
success in increasing contributed revenue: Annual Fund results have risen, and even though 
government grants have contracted over several decades, the Museum's share of federal grants has 
improved. The President will advance a galvanizing and inspiring argument for the importance and 
relevance of CHM, and will deepen the organizational and individual relationships that have carried 
the Museum forward. The President will also work with the Board and the staff to extend the circle 
of potential supporters. Over time, endowment growth by appreciation and fundraising will be the 
key to the Museum’s financial success. 
 
Since its reinvention as the Chicago History Museum, CHM has met with significant success in 
increasing earned revenue. The President is expected to lead the Museum in strengthening and 
developing additional earned revenue streams.  
 
Attend to and refresh CHM's facilities. 
 
CHM's collections are stored in three distinct spaces:  the Museum's East Basement; a storage facility 
in Broadview, Illinois (12 miles west of the city); and underground "green" storage in Harvard, Illinois 
(75 miles to the northwest). Preservation and storage are ongoing challenges for any museum; CHM 
will soon require significant structural enhancements at both the main facility and the two off-site 
storage facilities. Partnering with staff, the President will need to plan and identify the immediate 
and mid-term steps that should be taken to improve and expand the facilities. Aligning resources to 
these requirements will be a key area of attention. 
 
Invest in people. 
 
The President will lead a devoted staff of intellectually curious and sharp minded people. CHM is a 
relatively lean operation, and its staff works energetically, productively, and with passion. The 
President will ensure that the corps of staff remains engaged, foster individual enthusiasm and 
confidence, and ensure effective teamwork. The President will also support opportunities for 
continued professional development and training, working with colleagues to establish habits of 
communication and decision-making that allow staff to operate with clarity and ease around their 
professional functions.  
 
CHM's culture is fundamentally positive and healthy. The President will maintain and attend to this 
culture, promoting transparency, diversity, equity, inclusion, access, and mutual respect. 
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Foster and expand relationships with external partners.  
 
Chicago is rich with organizations and individuals excited to partner with the Museum. Already CHM 
has significant and meaningful connections to educational institutions (Chicago Public Schools, 
DePaul University, Lake Forest College, Loyola University Chicago, Northwestern University, 
University of Chicago, and University of Illinois at Chicago); Museums in the Park; and many 
corporate and cultural entities, including WTTW, Chicago’s Public Television Broadcasting Company. 
The President will continue to serve and nurture these relationships, and look to create new ones 
that pave the way to collaboration, shared resources, and mutual growth. 
 
 
QUALIFICATIONS AND CHARACTERISTICS 
 
The successful candidate will possess the following professional and personal qualifications, 
characteristics, and experiences:  
 
Executive leadership experience: A track record of effective executive leadership and management, 
including strategic planning and implementation, program creation and assessment, financial 
oversight, board relations, and volunteer management. Innovative and original thinking. 
 
Professional knowledge and personal enthusiasm: Informed appreciation for public history, museum 
studies, art, and/or architecture. Deep commitment to the educational mission of the Museum, and 
dedication to and passion for its civic purpose.  
 
Substantial fundraising experience: Familiarity with annual and capital giving, membership giving, 
and organizational (corporate and foundation) as well as individual giving. Professional experience 
that has allowed for the development of robust networks (which can include local, regional, and 
national relationships) that may be of benefit for the Museum.  
 
Managerial strength: An orientation to teamwork, and excellent organizational skills. Superb 
communication skills, both oral and written. Clarity of thinking and expression. Understanding of 
and fluency in data-driven decision making. Ability to develop systems and policies that promote 
transparency and fairness.  
 
Administrative leadership skills: Proven ability to inspire enthusiasm, energize supporters, and 
motivate others. Demonstrated commitment to the management and development of staff. 
Collaborative and open-minded spirit, with a proven record for magnifying impact through 
partnerships with external entities. Ability to encourage frank and constructive dialogue; courage to 
intervene and make difficult decisions.  
 
Personal qualities: Integrity, imagination, creativity, and collegiality. Persistence and resilience. 
Cultural fluency: demonstrated awareness of and sensitivity to a diversity of backgrounds and a 
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commitment to equity, inclusion, and access; an ability to connect with different audiences and 
personalities. An open and approachable style; humility and a sense of humor.  
 
 
INQUIRIES, REFERRALS, AND APPLICATIONS 
 
Confidential inquiries, referrals, and applications may be directed electronically and in confidence 
to Anita Tien, Partner and Joanna Cook, Senior Associate at: 
 

https://www.imsearch.com/search-detail/S7-478 
 

Chicago History Museum is an Equal Opportunity/Affirmative Action Employer and 
actively works to enhance its diversity. 

 

https://www.imsearch.com/search-detail/S7-478

