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Portsmouth Historical Society 

Strategic Issues Survey -  Summary of Results 
Sept 27, 2019 

 
Background 
The survey purpose was to take a broad inventory of Board concerns, aspirations and priorities for 
the Society as we open a strategic planning process. Links to this online survey were emailed to 20 
PHS Board members and key non-Board volunteers on September 3. Eighteen individuals took the 
survey, sixteen fully completed it and two left some questions unanswered. Other than identifying 
information, the questions provided for open-ended responses to ensure that all ideas could be 
expressed. 
 
Board tenure of respondents 

 
 
The PHS Mission statement 
“The Portsmouth Historical Society is a volunteer nonprofit organization dedicated to the 
preservation and interpretation of Portsmouth, Rhode Island’s history. 
 
Not at all relevant: none 
Not so relevant: none 
Somewhat relevant: 3 – 17% 

Very relevant: 10 – 56% 
Extremely relevant – 5 – 28% 

11.11% 2
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16.67% 3

Q1 How long have you been a member of this Board?
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Despite the strong endorsement of the mission statement as it is, some also had suggestions for 
improving it: 

• Four people wanted to add “education” in the sense of communicating to or activating the 
wider community – one was “educate and energize citizens on the importance of history.” 

• Two suggested adding “rich history.” 
• One suggested adding “center for research and learning” 

 
Strengths and achievements 

• PHS’s preservation of historic artifacts and buildings and PHS’s general building 
maintenance and repairs were most cited as areas of strength, followed by historic 
interpretation in the form of exhibits, displays, events and programs. 

 
• Respondents noted the major increase in the number and variety of events, the larger 

number of people participating in PHS activities, and a larger member base. 
 

• PHS also takes pride in its achievements and its developing organizational strength as an all-
volunteer organization. Assets noted including a qualified and dedicated Board, improved 
financial management, building financial resources, teamwork and willing volunteers. 

 
Areas for growth 

• Some respondents suggested improving progams rather than adding them, possibly 
providing fewer, higher-impact progams. 

• Others offered a range of program ideas: 
o Fort Butts and Battle of RI sites 
o Joint events with other local organizations: Arts Guild, library, community theater 
o Occasional viewings of Jim Garman's collection of Portsmouth photos and postcards 
o Outreach to  school students and parents to engage students in Portsmouth history. 
o More upscale fundraisers, PHS logo items for sale,  family friendly activities 
o Consider digitizing documents/paintings.   

 
Areas for improvement 

• Better outreach and marketing was most often seen as a key need, with local students, 
businesses, families and mothers cited as important target audiences. Respondents want to 
see a more appealing web site, a regular event calendar, a transition away from print 
newsletters and a “fun and welcoming” spirit as ways to achieve better outreach. 

 
• More active fundraising was also called for, with improved membership recruitment and 

management and more event-based fundraising suggested. One person called for retail 
product sales. 
 

• Activating more volunteers was seen as urgent needed to relieve Board members who do 
most of the volunteer work now. There were few ideas about how to do this. 
 

• Climate control in the museum and for the archives was mentioned. 
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• PHS may have too many events, some say. A review of events was suggested, using clear 
criteria such as goals, effectiveness, event quality and public demand. 
 

• A large number of respondents would not stop any current PHS activity. 
 

Worries about the future 
 

• Concerns about PHS’s buildings topped the worry list, particularly meeting the cost of 
adequate, climate-controlled space for collections and archives. The cost of meeting ADA 
compliance was another building-related anxiety. 

 
• How to do all the work was also a persistent concern, with a common perception that highly 

active but aging Board volunteers are not being supported or replaced by new Board or 
non-Board volunteers. Part time administrative staff might be needed to relieve the burden. 

 
• A general aging of the Board and membership was a widespread related concern. 

Respondents see a need to recruit younger members, but no one offered a strategy for this. 
 

• Several respondents wondered how PHS will stay relevant to the Portsmouth community, , 
particularly as generational change occurs. They cited a need to look ahead to “what we 
want to be when we grow up” and to avoid stagnation. 
 

• A few respondents believe the public is less interested in history that it was in the past. 
Others worry about a potential loss of government support from the town. 

 
Dreams and aspirations 
 

• A beautiful facility, with climate control and lots of space for collections and activities, ADA 
compliance, plenty of parking, a research center, museum (and maybe the Portsmough 
Library) under one roof in a modern building with historic buldings open for frequent tours 
and exhibits open daily, year-round. 
 

• A vibrant and proud membership of 1,000, with more than enough volunteers to keep the 
museum open every day and the support of historically knowledgeable residents as 
lecturers and leaders of PHS. 
 

• A respected, valued and admired community organization, known for great events and 
guided tours, and visited often as a cultural and historic resource and gathering place. 
 

• A modern center for the preservation and presentation of today’s history, with electronic 
access to PHS resources/ 
 

• A powerful advocate for Portsmouth history, helping our young people become the next 
generation of historically-minded citizens and ensuring that our city and state preserve 
historic sites and landscapes. 
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• A forward looking Board with a long-term roadmap for those that will succeed us on the 
board.  

 
• An outward-looking partner, collaborating with other historical organizations and 

community organizations for mutual learning, better events and stronger programs. 
 
Named priorities 
 

Priority 1 Priority 2 Priority 3  
Grow membership (4) Grow membership 3) Grow membership (5) 12 
Climate control (2) Climate control (4) Climate control (1) 7 
Full ADA access (2) Full ADA access (2)  4 
More volunteers (1) More volunteers (1) More volunteers (1) 3 
Fundraising (1) Fundraising (2) Fundraising (1) 3 
Better/more events (1) Better/more events (1)  2 
  Expanded hours/season (2) 2 
  Parking (2) 2 
Convert oil heat to gas    1 
Name successor President   1 
Long range capital plan   1 
 Septic System repair  1 
 Part time admin staff  1 
  More genealogy 1 
  Shorter Board meetings 1 

 
Recommended for interviews 
 

• Jim Seveney, RI State Senator (dist.11), 
past Pres. Town Council , past School 
Committee member, lifetime resident. 
401-626-7227   seveney@cox.net 

• Terri Cortvriend RI State Rep (Dist. 72) 
past Pres. School Committee, business 
owner, longtime resident. 401-862-
4380   terri@oceanlinkinc.com 

• Robert (Bob) Hamilton   Retired 
owner, major community 
volunteer/participant, Liferesident, 
local history resource (WW II -present) 
and honorary “Mayor” of Island Park. 
401-842-8853   ham.print@cox.net 

• Rosemary Enright, Treasurer, 
Jamestown HS 401-460-1800. 

• Jim Garman Portsmouth Historian 
• Colleen LeComte, Portsmouth Free 

Public Library 

• Valerie Talmadge Preserve RI 
• Ruth Taylor and Bert Lippincott 

Newport Historical Society 
• Town Planner Gary Crosby 
• Secretary of State Nellie Gorbea 
• Christian McBurney 
• Barbara van Beuren 
• Town council and school committee 
• Religious organizations 
• Public and private school leaders. 
• Town Council, school committees, and 

local civic organizations 
• Key town administration officials such 

as administrators and town planner 
• A Little Compton and Jamestown RI 

historical society representative 
• North Kingstown Historical Society 

representatives 
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Historical societies and museums that inspire us 
 
Historic New England – Preserves and manages historic buildings and sites across five New England 
States 
International Tennis Hall of Fame, National sports museum in Newport. An example of financial 
growth. 
The Telephone Museum in Maine.  Even the smallest of interests can develop into something bigger! 
Preservation Society of Newport, Thriving retail business both in their locations and online.  Retail 
sales generate an income that could benefit PHS. 
Key west Art & Historical Society -  many light hearted exhibits and programs, also a gathering venue 
for other community performances. 
Fall River Historical Society transformed from a ‘fussy old lady place’ to a lively place. Good at 
organizing volunteers 
Little Compton Historical Society –  strong member and financial support, paid staff, policy board, 
potential model for PHS in the future. (6mentions) 
Jamestown Historical Society all-volunteer organization that is well organized, continuously involved 
and enjoys wide support both financially and thru membership. We may be able to learn how they 
enjoy such widespread volunteer support. Very successful capital campaign leading to endowments. 
Ambleside Public Library - video on WWII as it affected adoptees in the area 
North Andover Historical Society 
Concord Minutemen (Minuteman National Park? Concord Museum?) 
Bristol Historical and Preservation highly evolved organization we can learn from. 
 
Last thoughts 

• The work that has been done with a totally volunteer group is fabulous. In terms of new 
involvement remember the Girl Scout song ‘Make New friends but keep the old” We must 
harvest our older community members while drawing in the new. 

• Might we get permission for overflow parking at the RI State Police barracks. 
• What do we want the society to look like in 3,5 and 10 years? what are our Strengths, 

Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats? How do we best use our investment fund? 
• We need a forum where brainstorming can occur and ideas can be considered or nurtured. 

Board meetings have a tight agenda so this is not the proper forum. Side conversations never 
go anywhere.  This process of polling members is a step in the right direction.   

• There are differences in opinion on which long term improvements should be made to our 
museum building, year round climate control, handicap access, document storage.  Unless 
we are fortunate enough to receive grants to cover these, what can we afford to commit to, 
which to we feel are most in line with our mission statement? 

• I feel PHS has done a very good job over the past few years, but needs to up its game in 
knowledge of, and sharing Portsmouth history. We have more to offer our members, but 
need to have the manpower and resources to deliver. 

• Review our building insurance.  Determine whether we should have insurance for directors 
and officers.  Determine if we should have event insurance. 

• This Strategic plan exercise will hopefully guide us in answering the question “Why?” and if 
we ultimately want to be open several days a week year round we will need to have an idea 
about costs and the necessary revenues to support this type of decision and some timeline 
that we can work backward from - again allowing us to plan for the future. 
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• Develop closer ties to Local Schools; be open on  Weekends; find local business sponsors for 
projects; examine  Feasibility of paid staff for some function 

• Turnover of officers should be in January or February, not in middle of open season. 
Bookkeeping duties should be done by a paid administrative assistant to free up board 
members to do more important projects 

 
 
 

 


