
What to Do Without Admissions? 
 

Lynn Swain, Cornell Botanic Gardens 
Leigh Anne Miller, The Dawes Arboretum 
Anne Boynton, Chicago Botanic Garden 

Lauren Smith Hong, Sarah P. Duke Gardens 



Four Gardens – All FREE 
• How do you sell memberships without the 

incentive of FREE admission? 
• Is it time to start charging? 
• What benefits do you offer? 
• What will motivate people to join? 
 



INTRODUCTIONS 



Newark, OH 
 

Dedicated to enriching lives 
through the conservation of trees 

and nature 
 

Established 1929 by Beman and 
Bertie Dawes 

 
17,000 living plants 

 
260,000 visitors annually 

 
12 miles of trails 

 
 
 



 

What makes Dawes Unique 
 

  110 Tree Dedicators: 
 Orville Wright 
 Rear Admiral Richard Byrd 
 Jesse Owens 
 Colonel John G. Glenn Jr. 
 Jack Hanna 
 

Dawes App  
New audio auto tour 

 
Dawes family memorial 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1,600 households and business members 
 
Membership benefits include: 
• reciprocal benefits at nearly 300 gardens  
• free catch-and-release fishing at Dawes 

Lake 
• Nutshell newsletter 
• 15% discount at the gift shop and plant 

sale 
• discount at selected retailers  
• membership only events. 
 
Offer supporting levels with more benefits 
personalized benefits. 
 



Owned by the 
Forest Preserve 
District of Cook 

County 
 
 

Our mission:    
“We cultivate the 
power of plants to 
sustain and enrich 

life.” 
 



 
More than one 
million visitors 

annually 
 

Open 365 days a 
year 

 
Covers 385 acres:  

100 acres of woods  
81 acres of 
waterways 

 
27 display gardens 
and 4 natural areas 

 
More than 2.5 
million plants 

 
 
 
 



240 staff 
members  

 
1,300 

volunteers 
 

51,000 
member 

households 
 

$9 million+ 
membership/ 
annual giving 

revenue  
 

(24% of the 
Garden’s 
operating 
budget) 

 



Durham, NC 

Established in 
1939  

55 acres, 4 
specialized 

gardens  

375,000 visitors  
annually 

Located in the 
heart of Duke 
University’s 

campus 



Approximately 1,100 member households and businesses*  

Membership program revamped in 2018 to grow Annual Fund giving 



Membership revamp included:  

Restructured membership 
levels  

Updated benefits focused on 
experiences and access 

Rebranded collateral  

Streamlined communications 

Initiatives to cultivate 
underrepresented 

demographics  



Ithaca, NY 
 
Cornell University 

College of 
Agriculture and 

Life Sciences 
 

3500 acres 
 

1/3 of Cornell 
campus 

 
40 acres highly 

cultivated 
botanical gardens 



150 acre 
arboretum 

 
+ 44 natural 

preserves 
 

Outdoor 
classrooms for 

university 
 

70,000 visitors 
 

1500 members 
 



Iconic landscapes 
central to Cornell 

 
$3.5 million 

budget 
 

$350,000 from 
membership and 

annual fund 



IS IT TIME TO START CHARGING? 



Situation 
• Changed from Private Foundation to public 

charity 501(c)3 
• Need to diversify revenue and engage with 

public 
• Studied charging admission 
• Starting on April 15, 2019! 



Situation 
• Paid parking by carload 
• FREE parking for members 
• 2018 Admissions Pricing Study performed by 

The Tenby Group in 2018 to evaluate a per-
person fee. 



 
Projected Upside: 
 
• Revenue increase of $1.9 million 

annually 
 
• Membership value would increase 

with   growth of 4% in the transition 
year. 

 
• Membership structure would initially 

remain the same with all guests free. 
 

• Restructuring would be necessary. 

Challenges determined: 
 
• Politics: Owned by the Forest Preserve of 

Cook County and would need approval of 
County Board 
 

• Infrastructure: Significant capital 
investment would be required to change 
entryway or build kiosks at Visitor Center 
 

• Porous Campus: 10% of annual attendance 
enters by walking or biking; many points of 
entry available. 
 

• Marketing campaign would be necessary to 
manage public perception of the Garden. 
 



Situation 
 

• University Gardens 
• No fence 
• Will never be able to charge admission 
• Programs, programs, programs 
• Rebrand and restructure 
 



WHAT BENEFITS DO YOU OFFER? 



Categories 
 

• The magic of FREE 
• Discounts 
• Exclusivity 
• Unique opportunities 
 



WHAT MOTIVATES PEOPLE TO JOIN? 



Motivations 
 

• Transactional 
• Philanthropic 
• Emotional Connectedness 
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