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Abstract 

The Interpretation Unit of the British Museum in London sponsored this project to 

develop a methodology for evaluating their galleries.  Future student interns will now 

be able to evaluate specific galleries using the methodology guidebook created by the 

WPI project team.  The evaluation of galleries includes tracking visitors followed by 

interviews with those visitors.   
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1.  Introduction 

Historically, museums have always been places where people come to attain greater 

knowledge about the world and the cultures of the people who share it; they hold 

important educational value.  The early museum designers aimed to allow people to 

achieve a ñhigher state of existence, instead of vegetating like millions in the present 

state of societyò (Bennett, 1995).  A large collection of books and artifacts make up 

the content of a museum.  The designers must find ways to educate the visitor about 

the collection as well as engage them.  ñEverything museological revolves around the 

human raceò (Dean, 1994).  Thus, it is vital for museum designers to remember that 

everything they do must benefit their visitors by fulfilling the visitorsô needs.  One 

useful method for determining visitor needs is a tracking study, a branch of a more 

broadly defined fieldðvisitor studies.  

Visitor studies are meant to determine whether the museum is accomplishing all of its 

necessary tasks in order to achieve its goal of properly informing the visitor.  In any 

educational institution (1) students are evaluated on the knowledge they acquire, (2) 

the institution is examined to see whether it is up to par, and (3) institutions conduct 

studies to find out how students learn.  Similarly, museums use these three stages to 

shape visitor studies.  A tracking study addresses the second stage in this process, 

namely the ñevaluation of the activity [of learning] itselfò (Hein G. E., 1998).     

The ways in which people learn and discover the world are rapidly changing.  Modern 

museums are competing with newer, more technologically advanced, interactive 

forms of educational entertainment, or ñedutainment.ò  While websites and television 

shows, with their flashy advertisements and instant viewer satisfaction, continue to 

dominate peopleôs attention, museums cannot expect to attract more visitors if they do 

not continually evaluate and update the museum experience.  The best way to do this 

is to acquaint themselves with the different types of museum goers.        

The British Museum attracts nearly five million visitors each year and houses some of 

the worldôs most prized artifacts such as the Rosetta Stone.  Studying such a diverse 

group of visitors requires the implementation of a well-designed methodology.  This 

study included a combination of observation and interviews. Observation is useful in 

tracking visitor paths throughout a gallery while interviews allow for visitor 
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categorization.  Interviews also aid in discovering which exhibits in a gallery are most 

engaging, providing more data about the visitorôs qualitative experience. 

The goal of this study is to review previous tracking methods and to construct an 

efficient methodology for tracking and recording visitor behavior in The British 

Museum.  This will establish a clearly defined protocol for conducting such studies, 

which future museum interns can use in continuing to track visitors.  By reviewing 

past studies, testing and revising methods, and consulting with the Interpretation Unit 

as well as other consultants, the methodology will be refined.  Suggestions will 

ultimately be made to future interns in a formal report presented to the Interpretation 

Unit.     

 

2. Background 

2.1 History of the British Museum 

Spanning over 13.5 acres and housing over 13 million objects, the British Museum is 

one of the largest, most popular museums in the world.  With artifacts from four 

continents dating as far back as two million years, the British Museum is home to one 

of the most comprehensive world history collections.  Five million visitors come to 

the museum yearly to discover a multitude of culturally diverse exhibits, such as the 

Cyrus Cylinder. 

The British Museum was founded on June 7
th
, 1753, and consisted of a collection 

donated by Sir Hans Sloane, a naturalist and a collector.  This collection included 

books and manuscripts, as well as various antiquities.  ñThe Act of Parliament that 

brought about the founding of the Museum in 1753 described it as including óbooks, 

drawings, manuscripts, prints, medals and coins, ancient and modern antiquities, seals, 

cameos and intaglios, precious stones, agates, jaspers, vessels of agate and jasper, 

crystals, mathematical instruments, drawings and picturesôò (Trustees of the British 

Museum).  The museum also acquired the óOld Royal Libraryô as a generous donation 

by King George II.  Originally located in the Montagu House, a 17
th
 century mansion 

in Bloomsbury, the British Museum had to be rebuilt because the house began to fall 
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apart.  As the museum grew and expanded throughout the past 250 years, certain 

objects needed to be relocated and renovations were required.  

During the 1880s, the natural history exhibits moved to a separate museum in 

Kensington.  Great advances followed in the 1900s with the appointment of 

professional guide lecturers, exhibition designers, and a publishing company.  In 2003, 

the Kingôs Library was restored in honor of the museumôs 250
th
 anniversary.  

ñEnlightenment: Discovering the World in the Eighteenth Century,ò a permanent 

exhibition, was placed in this newly renovated location.  As any institution of such 

caliber, the British Museum constantly strives to stay up to date with the most recent 

discoveries, displaying them for the general public to examine freely.  For example, a 

discovery of a Viking hoard this year by a group of metal-detectorists was ñthe most 

important find of its type in Britain for over 150 yearsò (Trustees of the British 

Museum).  As of July 19, 2007, the collection has been on display at the British 

Museum. 

 

2.2 Mission of the Museum 

George E. Hein (2006) describes George Brown Goode as someone who 

ñchampionedò the museum as an educational institution.  Goodeôs belief was that the 

philosophy behind a museum must be to spread ideas for the benefit of the general 

public (Hein, 2006, Goode, 1889).  In ñThe Museums of the Future,ò Goode describes 

the museumôs originsðwhat it was initially meant to accomplish.  Museums in 

ancient Greece were a place for the Muses, which were protectors of the arts and 

sciences; the word ñmuseò even today implies thinking or meditating on a subject.  

While Goode emphasizes the importance of education in museums, he also stresses 

the unfortunate confusion of a museum with a school.  The root ñmuseò was soon lost, 

and ñthe word [museum]éwas used to describe a place of study, or a schoolò (Goode, 

1889, p.428).  He also points out that the term ñeducationò was in fact seen as having 

negative associations with a place that promoted ñobligatory, formal, fact-laden 

information transferò (Hein, 2006, p.340).  
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The museumôs collection is available for public examination free of charge since the 

museumôs mission is to promote public awareness through widespread accessibility.  

The mandate of the museum is ñto illuminate the histories of cultures for the benefit 

of present and future generationsò (Ballard 2001).  The aim of the museum is to  hold 

a collection that represents the cultures of the world to benefit and educate humanity, 

and to ensure the collection is housed safely, conserved, curated, researched and 

exhibited.  (Trustees of the British Museum, 2006, p. 6) ñThe Museumôs objective is 

to be: 

 A museum of the world for the world 

 A place for the ócurious and studiousô  

 A collection held for the benefit of the world, present and future, free of 

charge  

 A forum for the expression of many different cultural perspectives  

 A place to embrace the whole world and to increase understanding of the links 

between and influences across different societies 

 A place where the UKôs different communities can explore their 

inheritancesò(Trustees of the British Museum, 2006, p.6). 

ñThe Museumôs Collection is drawn from all over the world and so the Museum is 

uniquely placed to demonstrate the continuity and importance of cultural diversity 

from the time of the earliest human artefacts two million years ago right up to the 

present dayò (Trustees of the British Museum, 2006, p.6). 

 

 2.3 Visitor Statistics  

Every year, the British Museum publishes an annual report containing the latest 

figures pertaining to its strategy and structure, operations, and performance.  These 

reports provide a general examination of many visitor statistics.  With one exception, 

visitor traffic decline has been consistent throughout the last nine years (shown in 

Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Number of Visitors to the British Museum (created using British Museum Annual 

Reports and Accounts, 2006/07) 

 

The drastic change in attendance has warranted attention from the museum trustees.  

Although the London bombings of 2005 caused a significant drop in museum 

attendance (The Trustees of The British Museum, 2006, p.5), the number of visitors 

has been dropping every year with the exception of 2006.  In the 1998-1999 year, the 

British Museum reported that 5.6 million attended the museum, compared to 4.8 

million in the 2001-2002 year, and an eight-year low of 4.5 million in 2005.  Last year, 

however, the museum saw a 7% increase, with a total of 4.9 million visitors, and a 

six-year high of 3.3 million international guests (See Figure 1).  

The number of children under the age of 15 visiting the museum hit a six-year low in 

2007, at 570,000.  In the previous year, that number was around 873,000, compared to 

951,000 children in 2001.  Every year the British Museum sets a target for the number 

of visitors, both adults and children, they expect that year.  The museumôs target for 

children under the age of 15 in the year 2006 was 900,000; they fell over 300,000 

children short (see Figure 1).  One of their goals, as stated in their annual report for 
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2006 is ñto further enhance access to culture and sport for childrenò (The Trustees of 

The British Museum, 2006, p.5).  

 

2.4 The Collections 

There are over 3000 exhibits in 90 galleries representing cultures from all over the 

world.  Those who have a chance to pay the museum a visit participate in an 

unparalleled experience.  Visitors have the opportunity to view the galleries located in 

ten diverse collection and research departments shown below in Table 1.  

Table 1: Department Descriptions 

Department Description  Location 

Africa, Oceania, 

and Americas 

350,000 contemporary, archaeological, and 

historical objects 

Ground Floor, 

Main Floor 

Ancient Egypt 

and Sudan 

Objects from the Nile Valley ranging from 

10,000BC to 12
th
 century AD 

Ground floor, 

Upper Floor 

Asia 

Japan, Korea, China, Central Asia, 

Afghanistan, South Asia, and South-East Asia 

from 4000BC to present day 

Ground Floor, 

Upper Floor 

Coins and 

Medals 

Coins weights, tokens, money boxes dating as 

far back as the seventh century BC 
All Floors 

Greek and 

Roman 

Antiques 

100,000 objects dating from 3200BC to 

fourth century AD 
All Floors 

Middle East 

Archaeological material from: Mesopotamia, 

Iran, Levant, Jordan, Lebanon, Anatolia, 

Arabia, Central Asia and the Caucasus 

Main Floor 

Portable 

Antiques and 

Treasure 

Archaeological objects found by members of 

the public in England and Wales 

N/A (not 

indicated) 

Prehistory and 

Europe 

Wide variety of objects from Africa, Asia, 

and Europe dating as far back as two million 

years ago 

Upper Floor 

Prints and 

Drawings 

Natural collection of western prints dating 

from the beginning of the 15
th
 century 

Upper Floor 

 

By telling diverse stories of world history, the museum allows people to find 

meanings pertinent to their own culture, and to possibly see that cultures throughout 

the world are not so different after all.  In order to reach a wider audience, the 

museum has an outreach program to reach those who are unable to visit the museum. 
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Through the Partnership UK program, a series of exhibitions and objects tour around 

regional museums.  The museum lent 2,222 objects to 172 UK venues in the 2006-

2007 year.  This program attracted 2.5 million people that otherwise would have been 

unable to see these exhibits (Trustees of the British Museum, 2006, p. 17).  

The museum offers programs for schools and teachers including ideas for visits, 

educational activities, and resources within the galleries.  They also have training for 

teachers, web resources, and school projects.  The museum has a brochure specifically 

for schools and teachers that has upcoming events for each grade level and courses for 

teachers.  In addition to school programs the museum offers adult learning programs.  

There are free introductory tours, hands-on objects, gallery talks with curators, films, 

and courses.  There are also special tours for English for speakers of other languages 

(ESOL) students.  While the collections themselves are extraordinary, none of it 

would be possible without the help of the dedicated staff.  

 

2.5 Management and Governance   

Over 1000 staff members work full-time at the museum; they continually build and 

add to the collections to keep them ñmodern and aliveò according to the Act of 

Parliament (Trustees of the British Museum).  The collection sometimes expands 

through outside donations of artifacts.  The museum is constantly conducting research 

on this growing collection to obtain a better understanding of it.  Conservation is a 

major part of everyday business at the museum and is employed in order to preserve 

the collection for future generations.  Other vital employees include 320 security 

guards that monitor the museum 24 hours a day.  These people, along with the 

museumôs sponsors, allow the museum to function.  

The governing board of the museum consists of 25 trustees, which is in accordance 

with the British Museum Act of 1963 and the Museums and Galleries Act of 1992.  

Thirteen trustees are appointed by the prime minister.  The governing board is 

responsible for managing the museum.  The Governance Policies and Principles are a 

set of regulations which govern the board of trustees (Trustees of the British Museum). 
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2.6 Funding 

The museum is sponsored by the Department for Culture, Media, and Sport through a 

three-year funding agreement.   The breakdown of this agreement can be seen in the 

tables below.  In addition to the grant-in-aid shown in Table 4 below, the museum 

received voluntary income from donations and legacies of £5,318,000 in 2006 and 

£7,936,000 in 2007.  The museum relies on monetary donations to cover the 

substantial difference between the grant funding and actual expenses. 

 

Table 2: Three Year Funding Agreement (Funding Agreement between the British Museum and 

the Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2005/06 - 2007/08, p.5) 

£000s  2005-06  2006-07  2007-08  

Resource  55,330  58,465  59,611  

Capital  2,014  2,250  3,250  

Totals  57,344  60,715  62,861  

 

Table 3: Non Cash Resources (Funding Agreement between the British Museum and the 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2005/06 - 2007/08, p.5) 

£000s  2005-06  2006-07  2007-08  

Resource Non-cash  17,738  17,861  18,038  
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Table 4: Grant -in-aid Allocation (Funding Agreement between the British Museum and the 

Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2005/06 - 2007/08, p.6) 

£000s  2005-06  2006-07  2007-08  

Resource grant-in-aid baseline  39,112  39,112  39,112  

Additional Resource grant-in-aid  -1,250  1,492  2,461  

Resource grant-in-aid sub-total  37,842  40,604  41,573  

Capital grant-in-aid baseline  0  0  0  

Additional capital grant-in-aid  2,014  2,250  3,250  

Capital grant-in-aid sub-total  2,014  2,250  3,250  

Total grant-in-aid  39856  42,854  44,823  

 

2.7 The Interpretation Unit 

The team was hosted by the Interpretation Unit of the museum, which is part of the 

Department of Learning and Audiences (ñdepartmentò here refers to an organization 

of people rather than a division of the museum.)  ñThe Interpretation Unit exists to 

increase intellectual access to the collection and to encourage understanding of 

different cultures by the broadest possible audienceò (Trustees of the British Museum).  

This unit is responsible for evaluating the exhibits and ensuring that displays are 

accessible and suitable to the audiences.  They provide clear, readable text and audio-

visual displays.  The Interpretation Unit hires professional evaluators, such as the firm 

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, to give feedback on temporary exhibits and to evaluate 

the quality of the galleries. 

 

3. Literature Review 

There is a large collection of literature regarding museum studies and the goals they 

try to achieve in conducting research.  One such goal is the aim to educate as many 

people who walk through the front doors as possible.  The educational mentality 

behind shaping a museum was present even when the first museums of the world were 

being formed (Hein, 2006).  An important point to remember is that the British 
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Museum strives to educate the general public, not a specific, narrowly defined 

audience.  Hence, attracting as many visitors as possible is just as important as 

educating them. 

In the past, museums needed to compete with international exhibits and libraries 

(Bennett, 1995) and show the public that the museum provides more than just a 

hodgepodge of objects; the museum also educates and allows for interaction.  In 

todayôs information age, especially, newer and more technologically advanced forms 

of edutainment (Buckingham and Scanlon, 2000, Okan 2003, Hogle, 1996), such as 

educational software are on the rise.  Today, museums must provide more engaging 

environments to pull people away from the computer screen and into their 

establishments.  In order to efficiently attract visitors, museums conduct visitor 

studies and redesign exhibits. 

 

3.1 Visitor Engagement 

Using those factors which have to do with human psychology, such as the way in 

which people learn and interact, museums can design exhibits to attract a more 

diverse audience.  Ernest Edmonds et al (2006) studied creative engagement and how 

it can be used to design interactive art systems.  Working at the Powerhouse Museum 

in Sydney, Australia, Edmonds et al were able to design and implement several 

interactive pieces of art, such as an image on a large screen that would change 

depending on the viewerôs movements.  The theory of visitor engagement involves 

the use of three exhibit characteristics: attractors, sustainers, and relaters.  An attractor 

is something that catches a visitorôs eye, filters out the surrounding distractions, and 

draws attention to the exhibit for further exploration.  A sustainer is a characteristic 

that keeps the viewerôs attention as they first engage the object, providing ample time 

for them to stay and learn.  A relater is ñan [aspect] that [helps] a continuing 

relationship to grow so that the audience returns to the work on future occasionsò 

(Edmonds, Muller, & Connell, 2006).  Ideally, by using these three techniques, the 

exhibit should communicate its meaning to the viewer and leave them desiring more 

knowledge.   



 

 

 

11 

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill (1999) contrasted the way humans communicate with one 

another and the ways in which various forms of mass communications converse with 

people.  Hooper-Greenhill shows that education depends on the quality of 

communication.  She points out that without a communicator, a message, a medium, 

and a receiver there can be no communication, and thus no learning can take place; in 

our example, these are the exhibit, the meaning of that exhibit, any labels or images, 

and the visitor, respectively.  Unlike a person in a face-to-face conversation, a 

museum exhibit cannot explain or clarify (without the help of a curator) anything that 

is unclear or misunderstood.  Hooper-Greenhill shows that television is a medium also 

lacking the power to directly respond to the viewer (Hooper-Greenhill, 1999).  She 

fails to show, however, that what a person values is the control that allows them to 

have power over what knowledge they acquire.  In other words, a person may ask a 

specific question seeking a specific answer, allowing the filtering of the barrage of 

information that a specific medium of communication provides.        

  

3.2 Edutainment 

Museums are competing for audiences with a fairly recent form of learning called 

educational entertainment, or edutainment.  It is the application of education in a 

supposedly fun, game-oriented atmosphere, using animations and simulations 

(Buckingham & Scanlon, 2000).  There has been an increasing interest in the 

edutainment ñindustryò since the early 1990s (Okan, 2003).    

Edutainment attracts learners with computer software designs to transform education 

into a ñfun-filledò gaming experience.  ñThe purpose of edutainment is to attract and 

hold the attention of the learners by engaging their emotions through a computer 

monitor full of vividly colored animationsò (Okan, 2003).  This new way of engaging 

learners in such a way is rapidly growing in todayôs highly technological society 

(Hogle, 1996).  There are games ranging from alphabet software for young children, 

to complex simulation software for adults. 

Museums are competing with edutainment for audiences because edutainment can be 

entirely experienced within oneôs household.  Some museums have been keeping pace 
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with the technological era by adding interactive computers to complement exhibits 

(Ciolfi & Bannon, 2002), however, the British Museum believes that their own 

collection is enough to attract visitors and keep them engaged.  As Hogle said, the 

edutainment industry has been growing in recent years, making the job of marketing 

the museum increasingly difficult.   

In order to compete with edutainment, as well as other distractions such as television 

and the internet, museums need to ñknow their audience and market accordinglyò  

(Dean, 1994).  The museum must understand its audience so as to discover their needs, 

and design the exhibits to fit those needs.  One very useful way to become acquainted 

with their audience is to study the visitors; museums have been conducting visitor 

studies since the early 20
th
 century (Carliner, 2001).  Museums perform tracking 

studies, conduct interviews and distribute surveys with the intent to learn more about 

what visitors want from their experience. 

 

3.3 Visitor Studies 

Visitor studies are an essential tool to guide museums in continually attracting and 

engaging visitors.  Museums have millions of artifacts in storage, and only a limited 

amount on display in galleries.  There is simply not enough room on the gallery floors 

to show everything.  In order to ensure that the most relevant objects are on display, 

the museums conduct studies.  The importance of museum studies is to identify and 

evaluate the changes made to the museum environment and how these changes affect 

the audience.  By examining how visitors react to a diverse set of surroundings and 

designs, one can analyze the effectiveness of the museum in communicating with the 

museumgoer.  

Visitor tracking studies are used as evaluations of how visitors interact with exhibits 

in museums.  Compared to research on the artifacts, which is conducted to increase 

knowledge, visitor tracking studies are specific to the situation (Hein G. E., 1998, p. 

56).  Some tracking studies also evaluate how people learn, and provide information 

to improve the museum.   
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Museums are a form of informal learning.  Museums are often visited by school 

groups because of their educational value.  Due to the variety of exhibits offered in 

museums, people can learn about many subjects: early history, art, science and 

technology, careers, and cultural differences.  People learn on their own by making 

correlations between what they see and what they already know.  ñWe see according 

to what we know, and we make sense of meaning according to what we perceiveò 

(Hooper-Greenhill, 1999, p. 47).  The process of understanding the meaning of an 

object is an alternation between observation and deduction, ñlooking from the whole 

to the detail and back againò (Hooper-Greenhill, 1999, p. 47).  What is learned from 

an exhibit varies from visitor to visitor, depending on how they interpret the 

information.   

Carradice (2001) conducted a study at the British Museum, in which he observed and 

questioned visitors in one particular gallery ï the HSBC (Hong Kong and Shanghai 

Banking Corporation) Money Gallery.  The study was conducted to evaluate the use 

and popularity of galleries and report this information to other museums as well as to 

the HSBC, the donor of the exhibit.  The study revealed valuable insight into the 

length of the visitorôs stay in the gallery, and how much time was spent at each 

exhibit.  It also categorized which gender was more likely to stop and observe the 

exhibits, as well as the length of each pause.  Visitors typically spent 3 ½ to 5 ½ 

minutes in the HSBC Money Gallery (Carradice, 2001).  This is useful information 

that can be used to design future tracking studies because it will help determine an 

estimate for the number of visitors that can be tracked.  Carradice also mentioned that 

visitors that paused for less than 10 seconds at any particular exhibit were difficult to 

keep track of.  Therefore, only stays longer than 10 seconds were recorded; however, 

the total time spent in the gallery was still tracked.  In this gallery, males viewed the 

exhibits longer than females (five minutes for males compared to two minutes for 

females) (Carradice, 2001).  The discrepancy between male and female interest may 

change from gallery to gallery; this shows that it is important to observe both genders 

equally to acquire accurate data.  Finally, Carradice noted that more than half of his 

observed visitors were alone while the rest had one or more companion.  Visitors who 

were alone tended to spend more time at each exhibit than those in a group. 
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In a study done by Defresne-Tasse and Lefebvre, it was determined that visiting 

frequency may be the most important factor influencing visitorsô stay at an exhibit.  A 

visitor who goes to a museum on occasion feels that the surroundings are familiar 

enough, and does not need to expend too much energy on orienting himself; this type 

of visitor pays the most attention to exhibits.  If a person goes to a museum often, he 

or she becomes too familiar with a museum, and the opposite is likely to occur; there 

is less interest in the exhibits with which there is a level of familiarity.  Finally, if one 

never goes to a museum, most of their focus is used on orienting themselves instead 

of looking at the exhibits (Dufresne-Tasse & Lefebvre, 1994).  This is important to 

note when considering the methods which should be used when examining visitor 

behavior.  According to Dufresne-Tasse et al, study methods should be focused more 

on visiting trends rather than demographics. 

Bitgood, Patterson, and Benefield conducted a tracking study at 13 zoos across the 

United States.  They observed a minimum of 30 visitors per zoo with equal numbers 

of males and females, and equal numbers of adults and children over eight years old.  

Only one person per group was observed, and if they returned to the exhibit, that 

second time was ignored.  Since larger areas would take longer to view, only the time 

that the visitor was stopped and looking at an exhibit was recorded and the total time 

in that area was added.  If a visitor did not stop, their time was recorded as zero.  The 

results showed correlations between exhibit characteristics and visitor behavior 

(Bitgood, Patterson, & Benefield, 1988).  The Bitgood et al study showed that 

different exhibit characteristics influence the amount of time visitors spend at an 

exhibit.  This coincides with Meltonôs assertion that ñevery exhibit object competes 

visually with every other exhibit in a museum (Melton, 1935), (Bitgood, Patterson, & 

Benefield, 1988).  The study showed that exhibits with large objects (in this case, 

animals) tended to attract more visitors, and exhibits where the animals were moving, 

held the visitorsô attention for a longer time (approximately twice as long).  Also, the 

proximity of the visitor to the objects in view greatly affected the duration of viewing.  

In addition, animals with which visitors were able to interact had the longest viewing 

times (Bitgood, Patterson, & Benefield, 1988).   
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3.4 The British Museum 

The British Museum has conducted studies on their visitors in the past.  One pertinent 

study categorizes the Museum visitors into seven different audience segments based 

on the visitorsô reasons for attending the museum.  The study, conducted over the past 

few years, breaks down the audience into sightseers, self-developers, families, 

sensualists, repeat social visitors, experts, and Aficionados. 

 

Table 5: Visitor Segments (Project Description) table from (Morris Hargreaves McIntyre, 2007) 

Segment 

name 

Description % of our 

visitors 

No of 

visits 

Broad needs 

Sightseers First-time visitors 

making a general 

visit. Mainly tourists 

who want to ódoô the 

Museum 

30% 26% 

(1,230,000) 

Ease of access, 

comfort, 

orientation, good 

facilities 

Self 

developers 

Non-specialists 

wanting to 

informally improve 

their general 

knowledge about 

subjects covered in 

the Museum 

24% 24% 

(1,140,000) 

Journey of 

discovery, layered 

information, 

finding out new 

things 

Families Mixed age groups, 

wanting fun and 

educational trip for 

children. Defined as 

any group with 

adults (aged 16+) 

and children (aged 

15 or under) in it 

12% 12% 

(570,000) 

Ease of access and 

movement, child-

friendly facilities 

and activities, 

different levels of 

service to meet 

diverse age ranges. 

Sensualists Non-specialists and 

specialists wanting a 

deeply moving 

experience through 

engagement with the 

collections 

13% 14% 

(660,000) 

Ambience, deep 

sensory 

engagement, space 

for contemplation 

Repeat 

social 

visitors 

(Third-

Spacers) 

Repeat visitors, 

meeting up with 

others at the 

Museum. Use the 

Museum as a social 

space and want to 

feel a sense of 

12% 14% 

(660,000) 

Ease of access, 

comfort, 

orientation, good 

facilities, warm 

welcome, 

accessible 

exhibitions 
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ownership in their 

surroundings 

Experts Specialists wanting 

to deepen their 

knowledge further by 

engaging deeply with 

the collection 

9% 10% 

(480,000) 

High quality access 

to collections, 

critical 

engagement, access 

to expert staff 

Aficionados Specialists who want 

to commune with 

objects in the 

collection, and use 

their existing 

knowledge as a base 

to go deeper 

2%  N/A Ambience, deep 

sensory 

engagement, space 

for contemplation 

 

 

4. Methodology  

The British Museum understands the importance of continually improving its overall 

environment to better serve the visitors.  The sponsor, the Interpretation Unit, 

managed by Rhiannon Goddard, is responsible for making sure the museum 

communicates effectively with its visitors.  

The Interpretation Unit hires interns, who usually work for several weeks in helping 

the unit to achieve their goals.  These interns have not been able to conduct visitor 

studies and surveys.  The lack of time prevents these interns from developing an 

efficient method for studying visitors.  This IQP team is responsible for devising a 

standard method, which will be used by future interns, as well as a set of guidelines 

for using the method. 

Studying museum visitors is crucially important when a museum strives to constantly 

promote the satisfaction of every museumgoer.  If a museum knows what its visitors 

seek to accomplish during their visit, their various needs can be met through properly 

structuring and presenting museum material.  Whether a visitor wants to acquire new 

knowledge or is visiting for purely recreational purposes, each motivation must be 

considered.  Achieving a successful result in a study like this, which is ultimately 

helping the museum to inform and engage the public, requires a clearly outlined plan 

of action. 

 



 

 

 

17 

4.1 Objective 1: Preliminaries 

The preliminary objective when the team arrives is to become acquainted with the 

sponsor, with the museum, and previous tracking studies that the museum has on 

record.  The team should spend the first several days talking to the sponsor about 

previous studies and the museum galleries to be studied.  The team will also conduct 

trial studies during the first week.  On the following week, the group will revise 

interview questions, conduct surveys, and track visitors.   

 

Throughout the duration of the project, the team must review past tracking studies that 

the museum has conducted.  In particular, the team will read British Museum studies 

conducted by professional consultants, Morris Hargreaves McIntyre (MHM), which 

describe audience segments.  It is obligatory to review the questions they have asked 

in the past when determining visitor segments, because they themselves developed the 

visitor segments used.  In addition, the Interpretation Unit has a handbook for interns 

that includes procedures for conducting interviews, as well as necessary 

demographics questions that must be included in every survey.  The team will discuss 

methods with the interpretation unit in order to ensure that the team produces exactly 

what the interpretation unit wants. 

 

4.1.1 Trials  

The team will pre-test survey questions and observation methods via administering a 

questionnaire and tracking visitor movement.  The questions will be evaluated based 

on visitor responses and changed accordingly.  For example, if a visitor is confused by 

the wording or is not sure how to answer a question, it will  need to be revised.  Using 

the word ñroomò instead of ñgalleryò may be one such revision, since some visitors 

tend to think of the entire museum as a ñgallery.ò  

The team will observe guests to determine whether one team member can handle both 

tracking and interviewing, or if more than one will be needed to effectively record 

visitor data 
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4.2 Objective 2: Data Collection 

The team will need to spend the majority of its time at the museum observing visitors 

and gathering data.  Data acquisition should include visitor observation and exit 

interviews.  The data will most easily be compiled in spreadsheets using Excel.  The 

information entered into the spreadsheet will include: date, visitor number, gender, 

interview answers, dwell time, and longest exhibit time.  Once the data is compiled, 

the team can summarize the results, create a formal report, and create a methodology 

for use by future Interpretation Unit interns.   

 

 

4.2.1 Observing the Visitor 

The amount of time that one visitor spends in a gallery, and movement throughout the 

gallery can all be observed without the subjectôs knowledge.  This type of observation, 

called unobtrusive observation, gives the most accurate representation of visitor 

orientation.  Since the visitors are unaware of being watched, they are not inclined to 

behave in any particular way in order to produce an expected outcome.   

The team will observe visitor movement and record the total time spent in the gallery 

as well as the time spent at each exhibit.  In order to randomize the process of tracking, 

at the beginning of each tracking session, a team member will choose an entrance and 

count off three visitors, tracking the third.  After tracking and interviewing a visitor, 

the team member will start at the next entrance and repeat the process.   

Every map will be labeled with the initial of the team member doing the tracking and 

the number of the visitor in sequence.  When tracking begins, the exact time of day, 

including seconds, will be recorded on the map.  The team member will draw the path 

of the visitor on the map, with arrows showing direction and Xôs indicating the visitor 

has stopped walking.  At each stop, the tracker will record the amount of time the 

visitor spent at an exhibit or panel.  If the visitor takes a picture or engages in 

discussion, these actions will be indicated with a P or D, respectively.  When a visitor 

exits the gallery, the exact time of day will be recorded once again.   
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4.2.2 Exit Interview  

As the visitor exits the gallery, the team member will ask whether he or she has time 

for a brief interview.  If the visitor does not agree to participate in the interview, 

ñrefusalò will be marked on the map.  If a visitor does not stop at any exhibit, the 

visitor will be marked as a ñwalkthroughò and not interviewed.  If the visitor agrees to 

the interview, the team member will thank the visitor, and remind them that the 

interviewer would not be offended by any negative answers.  When the interview is 

complete the team member will once again thank the visitor for his or her time.  

 

4.3 Objective 3: Data Analysis 

The quantitative data will be analyzed with tables and graphs.  Some of the 

quantitative data will include the number of visitors tracked, number of visitors 

interviewed, number of visitors that view certain objects, and time spent at each 

exhibit.  The team will input this data into tables in Excel and create graphs and charts 

to obtain a visualization of the data (see Figure 3).  This will aid in forming 

conclusions and portraying the data collected to the museum. 

In order to analyze the qualitative data obtained from the interviews, the team will 

categorize the information to convert it into quantitative data.  For example, with 

maps the team can determine several general paths visitors take and categorize them 

into which path is most similar to the one they took.     

It will be very difficult to observe groups of people since it is possible that they may 

split up once in the gallery.  As done in other studies, the focus will be on only one 

member of each group.  During the exit interview, the team will also record, if 

possible, the type of group the visitor came with (family or school group).  This will 

make it easier to place them into categories.  It will also make it possible for the team 

to observe children because they would fall into either the family or school group 

segment.  If they are too young to interview, this may be the only way to categorize 

them.  When the team comes across visitors who do not speak English, or visitors 

who refuse to be interviewed, they will not be able to determine which category they 

belong to; however, their dwell time data can still be used.  In the past, museum 
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studies have documented this refusal rate by creating a specific category for them.  

We will have some amount of tracking data from this type of situation.  In order to 

include it in our study, we will make a specific category for the data observed; it will 

not fall into one of the eight audience segments.   

 

5. Results 

The British Museum will use the data collected by the WPI team and the data that will 

be collected by future interns to continually improve its galleries.  The museum uses 

dwell times, the amount of time visitors spend in each gallery, to evaluate the 

galleryôs performance.  If there is any change in dwell time for any of the galleries 

that are studied, the museum can take action (rearrange exhibits, improve the labels, 

create a more efficient gateway object to catch visitorôs eye, etc.) to make the gallery 

more attractive and engaging.  The museum can also use exhibit popularity (i.e. the 

amount of time visitorôs spent at each exhibit) to find out which specific areas of a 

gallery need improvement.  Finally, information regarding visitor tendencies in 

reading labels helps the museum to specifically target the revision of certain labels 

that are found ineffective when renovating a gallery.   

 

5.1 Creating a Methodology 

The objective of this project was to develop a methodology for evaluating galleries by 

way of tracking and interviewing visitors.  Student interns could then implement the 

methodology in future evaluations.  The original method for interviewing and tracking 

museum visitors was written by the team before arriving on site at The British 

Museum, and was based on a combination of findings from the literature review as 

well as the teamôs own ideas.  The team had only a basic strategy and some 

preliminary ideas with no set interview questions or tracking methods.  Upon arrival, 

the team reviewed past studies performed at the museum as well as the MHM 

documents and developed a questionnaire.   



 

 

 

21 

The Interpretation Unit previously used several methodologies for evaluating galleries.  

They recorded dwell times to determine the level of engagement of the objects.  They 

interviewed visitors to analyze the quality of their labels.  They asked visitors to fill in 

personal meaning maps to find out what visitors are looking for from galleries.  

Personal meaning maps are surveys that require that the interviewee write down all 

mental associations upon mention of a certain topic.  The unit, however, did not have 

a solid method that combined tracking and interviewing.  The WPI team took the 

various methods from other British Museum studies and combined them to make one 

efficient survey method that can be applied to any gallery.  The team decided not to 

use the personal meaning maps in order to save time.  Future interns need to be able to 

complete and analyze the study in a few weeks.  This type of evaluation is very time 

consuming.  The study proposed by the WPI team involves tracking and interviewing, 

combined for the first time as part of a standard procedure within the Interpretation 

Unit.   

After creating the preliminary tracking and interview template, the team conducted 

several trial runs.  Following the trials, the team further revised the methods and 

began collecting quantitative and qualitative data.  Finally, after extensive 

interviewing and tracking, the team revised their methods once again, editing the 

questionnaire, modifying the tracking system, and reorganizing data entry templates. 

In order to develop an efficient methodology for tracking and interviewing visitors, it 

was necessary to revise the interview questions and observation strategies after testing 

the first version of each.  Changing observation strategies involved analyzing the ease 

and level of efficiency with which the team was able to track, while changing 

interview questions required observing the reactions of the visitors.  For instance, if 

the interviewee had a difficult time answering a question or misunderstood its 

meaning on more than one occasion, it was obvious that either the wording or the 

question in its entirety had to be reconsidered.   

The first strategy the team used to track visitors included noting the time each tracked 

visitor spent reading the labels or looking at the actual objects in the gallery.  In the 

second iteration of the tracking strategies, the reading time was eliminated since the 

visitorôs particular behavior while at an exhibit was very difficult to observe.  Instead, 
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an X was drawn at each point on the map where a visitor stopped and the time spent 

standing was recorded.  Since the interview contained questions regarding the 

visitorsô reading labels and panels, the team was still able to learn about reading 

habits.  Also, numbers were added to the panels to help the team identify which 

panels were read, since panels are separate from exhibits. 

While tracking using the first version of the methodology, the amount of time visitors 

spent at each exhibit was identified with a code known as a level of engagement.  For 

instance, L1 was used when the visitor spent five seconds or less looking at an exhibit, 

L2 meant that the time was between five and ten seconds, and so on.  In the first 

iteration, a ñGò was used to show that the visitor walked by and glanced at the exhibit 

without stopping but was not included in the quantitative data.  At this early stage of 

developing the methodology, glances were thought to be insignificant, since a visitor 

spent almost no time at all at the exhibit.  During the second iteration of the methods, 

the levels of engagement were eliminated.  Instead, the exact time spent at each 

exhibit was now recorded.  The team concluded that exact times would be a much 

more accurate and precise way of measuring exhibit viewing time.  While the ñGò 

was not eliminated, it was used to symbolize that the visitor spent one second at the 

exhibit.  One second was recorded in the data in the same manner as all other exhibit 

viewing times.  

The first version of interview questions, while effective at determining visitor 

reactions to the galleries and the segments into which visitors fell, needed to be 

revised for the second version.  The order of the questions was changed in order to 

make the interview flow more smoothly.  For example, in the first version the first 

question asked whether the visitor was in an organized group, the second version first 

asked whether the visitor came to the museum for the first time.  The new order 

allowed the interviewer to establish a foundation for the rest of the interview, let the 

interviewee know what the interview would be like, and create a friendly atmosphere.  

Asking whether the visitor has ever been for the British Museum not only makes the 

interview sound more informal (as in a casual conversation) but also allows the 

interviewee to know that the museum really cares about the person as a visitor.  Also, 

a question regarding what the visitor would like to learn during the visit was removed, 

since the visitors had a hard time comprehending the question.  A question asking 
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whether the visitor had any general suggestions for the gallery was added in order to 

help the Interpretation Unit and the museum as a whole to improve that gallery.  

The first version of the excel spreadsheet contained two sheets, the first regarding 

demographics and visiting patterns and the second regarding the gallery-specific 

information.  Also, the order of the items was not the same as the order of the 

questions on the interviews, which made the data entry process take longer.  The 

second iteration of the excel spreadsheet contained only one sheet and the item order 

was identical to the order of the questions on the interviews.  

 

5.2 Creating a Questionnaire 

The following questions were proposed by the sponsor and used as guidelines in 

determining the methods:   

 What are the average dwell times for particular galleries? 

 What are the most popular objects in each gallery?  

 What do the visitors think of the text in each gallery?  

 How do visitors orient themselves once they are in the gallery?   

 Do the different audience segments have different visiting patterns once in the 

gallery (i.e. sightseers, self developers, art lovers, experts)? 

 

After reviewing an intern guide prepared by previous interns, the MHM studies, and a 

previous IQP (Cleary, Ernst, Moscardini, Stanford, 2007, the team created a 

questionnaire adapted from these studies (see Appendix A).  This interview included 

questions for determining the audience segments of the visitors as well as 

demographic information, used by the museum for statistical analysis.  The interview 

also contained questions regarding the quality of the gallery and its objects.  The 

following flow chart was used to determine which audience segment a visitor falls 

into based on the visitorôs answers to the interview questions. 
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The first interview question helps to determine the percentage of first-time visitors in 

each gallery.  This question was chosen because it was one of the questions used by 

MHM to determine which segment the visitors fall into.  If it was the intervieweeôs 

first visit, for instance, there was a chance that the visitor was a sightseer.   

 Question 1: Is this your first ever visit to the British Museum? 

Questions two, three, and four determine the visiting frequency of the interviewee.  

These questions were also used by MHM to determine which segment visitors fall 

into.  Depending on their visiting frequency, as well as other factors, such as 

motivation, the visitors can be classified under the repeat social segment.  

 Question 2: If not their first time:  How long ago was your last visit? 

o 12 months ago or less  

o Between one and two years ago  

Family Visitor? 

Yes 

Aficionado 

No 

Motivation? 

Emotional Intellectual Social 

Specialist? Specialist? Frequency? 

Yes No Yes No Been 

before 

First 

Time 

Sensualist Expert Self 

Developer 

Repeat 

Social 

Sightseer Family 

Figure 2: Segment Flow Chart (Taken from ñVisitor Insight Monitor ï Year Twoò by 

MHM)  
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o Between two and five years ago  

o More than five years ago  

 

 Question 3: If not their first time: Including today, how many times have you 

visited in the past 12 months? 

 

 Question 4: If not their first time: Including today, how many times have you 

visited in the past 3 months? 

 

The fifth question determines the main purpose of the intervieweeôs visit.  The reason 

for including this question was to determine whether the visitor was a potential 

sightseer.  If the visitor came to learn more about a very specific topic, however, this 

could show that they already have a certain level of knowledge about one or more 

topics covered in the museum.  

 

 Question 5: What was your reason for coming to the museum today? 

o To see a specific gallery or exhibit? 

o A general visit to the museum? 

o Attend a talk, tour, or special event? 

o To visit the shop? 

o To visit the café? 

o Meet friends 

o Other_______________ 

 

The sixth question was initially used to identify people in the segment titled 

ñOrganized Groupò but the segment was later removed.  The question was still 

included because it potentially helped to determine whether a visitor was a part of a 

tour group, hence most likely a sightseer or self developer.  

 

 Question 6: Are you here as part of an organized group?  
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The seventh question determines whether the visitor came to the museum with their 

family.  The MHM used this question to determine which segment visitors fall into.  

If the visitor came to the museum with their family, they were temporarily classified 

into the family segment.  If the visitor, however, was also determined to show strong 

characteristics (i.e. motivation, level of knowledge, etc.) of another segment, they 

were classified into that one. 

 Question 7: Are you here with your family? 

 

The eighth question was used to find out the level of knowledge of the interviewee.  

This question was also used by MHM to determine which segment the visitors fall 

into.  If the visitor has specialist knowledge, for example, the visitor could fall into the 

aficionado, sensualist, expert, or self developer segment, depending on the motivation 

 

 Question 8: How would you best describe your level of knowledge of the 

subjects covered in this museum? 

o Specialist Knowledge 

o General Knowledge 

o No Knowledge 

 

 The ninth question was used to find out the visitor motivationsðintellectual, 

emotional, or socialðfor coming to the museum.  This question was also included for 

determining segment information.  If the visitor does not fall into the family segment, 

the motivation is the next thing that is considered to decide which of the segments the 

visitors fall into.  

 Question 9: What best describes your motivation for coming to the museum? 

(answer ñyesò or ñnoò to each as I list them). 

o You have academic or professional interest in the subject. 

o You have personal interest in the subject. 

o You are looking for peaceful quiet contemplation. 

o To spend time with friends 

o To spend time with family 
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o To improve your own knowledge. 

o To have an emotionally moving experience. 

o To get a better understanding of people and cultures. 

o To experience what the past was like. 

o To stimulate your own creativity. 

The first three questions (10-12) in the Exhibits section were included to find the 

ñgateway exhibitò in each of the galleries, which objects visitors favored, and which 

objects they disliked.  It was important to find the gateway object and why it was the 

most noticeable in order to identify what visitors are attracted to.  Knowing this 

information, the curators could continue to improve that gallery.    

 Question 10: Did anything in particular catch your eye as you walked in to this 

room? What was it? What attracted you to that object? 

 

 Question 11: Did you have a favorite object in this room? What was it? Is 

there any reason you favored this object?  

 

 Question 12: What did you least like about this room? Is there any reason you 

did not favor this?  

 

The three questions in the Labels section (13-15) were included to learn more about 

the visitorsô general reading habits.  The answer to the first of these questions was 

used to determine how many people read the labels in a particular gallery while the 

second and the third were used to find out what the visitors would have liked to learn 

from the labels and whether what they read was easy to understand.  It is useful for 

the museum to find out where they can improve on their labeling to ensure the 

greatest potential for learning and increase the ease of understanding the labeling.   

 Question 13: Did you read the labels or panels in this gallery? (point to labels 

and panels) If yes, move on to 5. If no, proceed to personal interview. 
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 Question 14: Were the labels easy to understand? If they were not, is there any 

reason? 

 

 Question 15: After reading the labels, were there any questions you had about 

the objects that were not answered in the label?  

Question 16 was included to obtain the visitorsô opinions on the gallery.  A visitor 

may be more willing to provide suggestions to the gallery, than to say what they least 

liked about the gallery (question 12).  The answers to this question provide useful 

information for improving the gallery. 

 Question 16: Do you have any suggestions or comments on this gallery? 

The demographics questions at the end of the interview are included mostly for 

marketing purposes, since the museum uses them to identify the audiences they need 

to target the most.  They also use them as a ñcheckò to make sure the interns are 

maintaining a random sample.  The Interpretation Unit also regularly collects this 

information with all of the studies they conduct and it was a requirement to include it 

for their purposes.  

 Question 17: What is your first language? 

 Question 18: In which country do you currently live? 

 

 Question 19: Who are you here with? 

o Alone 

o Children  

o Adults 

o School party 

o Organized group 

 

 Question 20: What age group do you fall into? 

o 8-11 

o 12-14 

o 15 

o 16 

o 17-19 
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o 20-24 

o 25-34 

o 35-44 

o 45-54 

o 55-59 

o 60-64 

o 65+ 

o Prefer not to say 

 

5.3 Creating Maps  

The Interpretation Unit suggested a series of galleries as options for the team to use in 

their study.  In this list were galleries that were recently changed or will be renovated 

within the next year.  The sponsor indicated that certain galleries had greater priority 

than others, and the team explored these galleries, choosing three for the study: Room 

26 North America, Room 70 Roman Empire, and Rooms 62-63 Egyptian Death and 

Afterlife.  The North America gallery, though not a priority, was chosen due to its 

small size allowing for a good place to start.  Both the Roman Empire gallery and the 

Egyptian Death and Afterlife gallery were of high priority.  

After examining the three galleries, the team noticed that the museum assigned a 

number to almost every exhibit, usually written on the glass case.  Cases were 

represented on the maps as rectangles.  In creating the gallery maps, these numbers 

were used to indicate the correct layout of the objects in each gallery and the 

orientation of the visitors in relation to them.  Also, when visitors indicated their 

favorite exhibits, these numbers helped to determine to which exhibit they were 

referring.  

The cases without numbers assigned by the museum were numbered consecutively 

beginning after the last assigned number.  The Roman Empire gallery, for example, 

had many exhibits not in cases.  These were indicated with circles and ovals and 

assigned letters.  This gallery also had wall mosaics, which were referred to as W1, 

W2, etc.  

In order to represent panels within a gallery, small rectangles were used and were 

enumerated as P1, P2, etc.  The panels located inside of the cases were drawn as small 
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squares.  Any benches inside the gallery were labeled as well.  Entrances to the 

gallery were labeled with cardinal directions.  

 

5.4 Trial Studies 

After the trial runs, the team determined that one person could efficiently track visitor 

movement, record dwell time, and conduct interviews.  Therefore, a larger sample 

size could be achieved with one person in each gallery simultaneously. 

 

5.5 Data Analysis 

5.5.1 Qualitative 

The following paragraphs are examples of the qualitative analysis that can be 

determined from the study.  The range of possibilities for analysis is very extensive 

and may open new doors of understanding of visitors.  The Interpretation Unit will be 

able to use this analysis to determine future research questions. 

 

North America, Room 26 

The North America room did not have a gateway object.  The gateway object is 

usually the focal point of the room, or the first object seen when one walks into the 

room.  The fact that the North America gallery does not have a gateway object can be 

seen both by simple observation of the room and by close examination of the 

collected data.  The data shows that no object in the room stood out more than the 

others, and no single object received attention from more than nine visitors out of 75 

observed.  One object did get slightly more attention from visitors, but this may 

correlate to a strange phenomenon where people turned left when they entered any 

gallery.  Turning left seems to be a common phenomenon seen in galleries without a 

gateway object.  The object mentioned above that received the most attention is case 9, 

the first glass case on the wall when walking into the gallery from the west and 

turning to the left.  This case contains objects from the Arctic, such as kayaks, Yupôik 

masks, gut and fox skin clothing, and Alaskan head gear. 
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Dwell times in the North America gallery were very similar for people who answered 

as having either specialist or general knowledge (average of about 300-400 seconds).  

Dwell times were much shorter for people who claimed to have little or no knowledge 

(average of about 90-150 seconds).  This may possibly mean that the labels in this 

gallery are designed for people with prior knowledge and does not consider someone 

with none.  In an interview with a repeat social visitor who comes to the museum 

about once a month, the man said he often felt like the labels were too advanced for 

him.  He had a hard time understanding large words and meanings. 

 

Roman Empire, Room 70  

The Roman Empire Gallery is an interesting room to observe.  It is a very long room 

filled with a lot of objects.  On one end of the room, when entering from the north, 

there is a gateway object on the left, the Head of Augustus.  The head is in its own 

case and it is the first object most people see when they first enter the room from that 

direction.  On the other end of the room, when entering from the south, there is no 

gateway object.  There is one statue standing alone, but it has a very small label that 

does not sufficiently engage visitors.  The difference between the two entrances 

provides a great comparison of the effectiveness of using a gateway object.  To 

further the argument that gateway objects might actually cause dwell times to 

decrease, rather than improve engagement, visitors entering from the northern 

entrance, with the Augustus head, have a shorter average and median dwell time than 

those who entered from the south.  It seems as though from the visitorsô perspective 

that the gateway objects of the room sometimes appear to be the highlight of the room, 

and possibly the only object of interest there.  Of course, it is very plausible that there 

may be other factors causing the difference in dwell times.  It may be that people 

moving through from the north to south are on their way out of the museum through 

the main museum entrance at the South.  This could mean that they are not spending 

as much time in galleries due to fatigue or other engagements.  A larger sample for 

this gallery would help to clarify whether this is true but this example illustrates the 

kind of use that the Interpretation Unit could make of the data.  The addition of a 
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question that asks the visitor how long they have been in the museum will also help to 

develop credibility for the argument. 

The dwell times in this Gallery were not dependent on level of knowledge.  Visitors 

who answered as having general, specialist, or little to no knowledge all had a similar 

median dwell time. 

 

Egyptian Death and Afterlife, Rooms 62-63 

The objects in case 7 got the most attention in the Egyptian galleries.  There are 

mummies of the Ptolemaic and Roman periods in this case.  It is located near the 

northern entrance to the room, but can easily be seen from the south entrance, and is 

not far from the east entrance as well.  This may well be the gateway object for this 

room.   

Out of 75 observed visitors in this gallery, none were experts, self-developers or 

aficionados.  This is most likely due to the high frequency of tourists and young 

children in school groups.  This combination makes the room very crowded and very 

noisy, situations unsuitable for those three audiences segments.    

The dwell times of this gallery are similar to those of the North America.  Visitors 

who answered as having general knowledge remained in the gallery longer than those 

who responded as having little or no knowledge (on average 300-400 seconds longer). 

The collected data was analyzed under the following categories: dwell time, exhibit 

popularity, labels, visiting patterns, and demographics.   

 

5.5.2 Dwell Times 

Dwell time is the total amount of time the visitor spent in the gallery.  Determining 

the dwell times of the galleries helps the museum to determine which galleries have 

enough engaging elements or objects and which galleries need to be improved.  For 

instance, if one gallery has greater dwell time than another or a certain galleryôs dwell 

time is steadily declining over time, there may be a problem.  There are other factors, 
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or variables, that could potentially affect the dwell times, such as the time of day, time 

of year, visitor demographics, and countless others.  Thus, analyzing dwell times is 

only the first step to finding a problem with a gallery, but it is usually an obvious sign 

that something needs to be re-examined within that gallery.   

For each gallery, the median dwell time, longest dwell time, and shortest dwell time 

was calculated.  Using the median dwell time instead of the mean allows for a more 

accurate representation of the dwell time data.  The longest and shortest dwell times 

are calculated in order to find out whether that number is increasing or decreasing 

over time.  The median, longest, and shortest dwell times of the different galleries are 

not compared since they have different content and attract potentially different 

audiences.  The quantitative results for dwell time of each gallery can be found in 

Appendix D.  Histograms, or frequency distributions, were created for each gallery, 

shown below in Figures 3, 4, and 5. 

 

Figure 3: North America Dwell Times Frequency Distribution 
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Figure 4: Roman Empire Dwell Times Frequency Distribution 
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5.5.3 Average Exhibit Time 

Average exhibit time is the average amount of time the visitor spent at each exhibit in 

the gallery.  Determining the average exhibit times in the galleries helps to determine 

what the museum could do to improve their galleries a bit more specifically than the 

general dwell time.  For example, if the museum is trying to attract more attention to 

Exhibit A but its average exhibit time is not increasing over time, there is something 

that may need to be redesigned.  Also, if an exhibit is attracting a lot of attention, the 

museum can learn from the tactics they applied and use them in the future. 

 

5.5.4 Exhibit Popularity  

Exhibit popularity was determined by the exhibit at which the visitor spent the most 

time.  If a visitor spends a lot of time at an exhibit, it is likely that they are learning 

something, and the more time they spend the more they learn.  This may also help to 

Figure 5: Egyptian Death and Afterlife Dwell Times Frequency 

Distribution  
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determine which labels are working well and which ones need improvement, since 

people may tend to spend more time at an exhibit if they are reading the label. 

The most popular exhibit was determined for each gallery.  If a visitor spent the same 

amount of time at more than one exhibit, both exhibits were counted as the most 

popular.  By analyzing tracking results and using visitor responses to the interview 

questions, the team was also able to determine which exhibits were the most 

noticeable, most photographed, and most discussed. 

 

5.5.5 Most Photographed 

The most photographed exhibit in a gallery is the one which the most visitors 

photographed.  Although this is still a topic of research, the museum could potentially 

use this factor to determine the relation between photographers and non-English 

speakers, since they may be looking for an alternate form of engagement besides 

reading.  Also, the museum is looking into people who just take a picture and leave 

without looking at the exhibit any further.  The most photographed exhibits were 

determined by counting the Pôs for each object on the teamôs tracking maps. 

 

5.5.6 Most Discussed 

The most discussed exhibit in a gallery is the one which the most visitors discussed.  

This was important to determine since discussion usually indicates engagement and 

learning.  Learning is a social process, and the fact that the visitors are discussing 

what they are seeing amongst themselves means they are reflecting on what they are 

seeing and reading.  Thus, the most discussed objects are the ones most likely 

succeeding in providing informative labels along with an interesting visual.  The most 

discussed exhibits were determined by counting the amount of Dôs on the teamôs 

tracking maps. 

The quantitative results for most popular exhibit, most photographed exhibit, and 

most discussed exhibit, of each gallery can be found in Appendix D.   
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Note: In the following sections, words in quotation marks refer to the exact words of 

the visitors.  

 

North America (Room 26) 

The most popular exhibit in this gallery was in case 14 which contains items from the 

American West: a headdress made of eagle feathers, buffalo skin for protection, bows 

and arrows, and tobacco pipes.  These items are shown in Figure 6 below.  The 

average exhibit time for this exhibit was 22.5 seconds.  The longest exhibit time for 

this exhibit was 37 seconds.  The most noticeable exhibits in this gallery were the 

ñclothingò, located in multiple cases, and the totems, seen in Figure 7 below.  

ñClothingò was the attracting item of 14% of the visitors while ñtotemsò was the 

attracting item of 4% of the visitors.  Photographs were taken by 12 % of visitors.   

The most photographed exhibit was in case 5, which contained items from the 

Mowachaht of Vancouver Island: canoes, basketry, masks, and wood sculptures.  

These items are shown in Figure 8 below.  This exhibit was photographed by 8% of 

the visitors.  The percentage of visitors that discussed exhibits is 22%. The most 

discussed exhibit was in case 17, which contained Hopewell pipes from Mound City, 

Ohio, shown in Figure 9 below.  This exhibit was discussed by 6% of the visitors. 

Figure 6: Case 14: The 

American West 
Figure 7: Totem 
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Roman Empire (Room 70)  

The most popular exhibit in this gallery was in case 18, which contained crocodile 

armor, shown below in Figure 10.  The average exhibit time for this exhibit was 8 

seconds.  The longest exhibit time for this exhibit was 12 seconds.  The most 

noticeable exhibits in this gallery were the busts shown in Figure 11, the mosaics 

shown in Figure 12, and the bronze head of Augustus shown in Figure 13.  The 

exhibit containing the ñbustsò was the attracting object of 14% of visitors, the bronze 

head of Augustus was the attracting object of 5% of visitors, and ñmosaicsò was the 

attracting object of 3% of visitors.  Photographs were taken by 20% of visitors.  The 

most photographed exhibit was the crocodile armor in case 18.  This exhibit was 

photographed by 8% of visitors.  The percentage of visitors that discussed exhibits 

was 13%.  The most discussed exhibit was in case 12, which contained the Portland 

Vase, shown in Figure 14.  This exhibit was discussed by 5% of the visitors. 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Case 17: Hopewell Pipes 

from Mound City, Ohio  
Figure 8: Case 5: The Mowachaht of 

Vancouver Island 
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Figure 10: Case 18: Crocodile 

Armor  
Figure 11: Busts 

Figure 12: Mosaics 

Figure 13: Bronze Head of 

Augustus 

Figure 14:  Portland Vase 
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Egyptian Death and Afterlife (Rooms 62 & 63)  

The most popular exhibit in this gallery was case 3, which contained information 

about mummification as well as a mummy that was not in a coffin.  This is shown in 

Figure 15.  The average exhibit time for this exhibit was 56.33 seconds.  The longest 

exhibit time for this exhibit was 108 seconds.  The most noticeable exhibits in this 

gallery were: the exhibit in case 9 (Figure 16), the mummies, the sarcophagi, and case 

3 (Figure 15).  Exhibit 9 was the attracting exhibit of 4% of the visitors, ñmummiesò 

was the attracting exhibit of 15% of the visitors, ñsarcophagiò was the attracting 

exhibit to 11% of the visitors, and case 3 was the attracting exhibit to 6% of the 

visitors.  Photographs were taken by 32% of the visitors.  The most photographed 

exhibit was in case 9 which contained the three parts of a coffin: the mummy board, 

the inner coffin, and the outer coffin.  This is shown in Figure 16.  This exhibit was 

photographed by 21% of the visitors.  The percentage of visitors that discussed 

exhibits in the gallery was 23%.  The most discussed exhibit was in case 7, which 

contained mummies from the Ptolemaic and Roman periods, shown in Figure 17.  

This exhibit was discussed by 11% of the visitors. 

 

Figure 15: Case 3: Mummification  Figure 16: Case 9: Three Parts of 

a Coffin 
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5.5.7 Gateway Object 

The most noticeable exhibit in a gallery, also known as the ñgateway objectò, is the 

exhibit which is the most attractive from the point of view of the visitor, most likely 

because the museum has put it in such a location where it appears important.  The 

object usually has a strong narrative attached to it to engage the visitor and make them 

curious and willing to find out more.  The ñgateway objectò can even be used to direct 

the visitor to another object in the gallery via its label.  To determine which exhibits 

were the most noticeable, the response to the question regarding the exhibit which 

caught the visitorôs eye was used.  By determining what the statistically most 

noticeable exhibit is, curators can find out whether the intended ñgateway objectò and 

the ñgateway objectò found in a tracking study are the same. 

 

5.5.8 Label Reading 

The percentage of visitors that read labels was also calculated for each gallery.  Since 

the second iteration of the tracking methodology did not include recording the time 

spent reading, this was determined purely through the interview.  This still required a 

certain level of trust, however, as visitors sometimes answered untruthfully, most 

Figure 17: Case 7: Mummies from the Ptolemaic and Roman 

Periods 


