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In the course of my work | have spoken to many, many small and medium museums and
art galleries who all think that it is a good idea for them to undertake some visitor infor-
mation gathering. However, when | ask to see any past research they have done, | get a
huge range of answers, almost none of which are yes!

It seems to fall into the category of being important (or at any rate, a good idea) but not
urgent. | have lost count of the number of organisations who tell me they are planning to
do a survey next year.

| think this is because:

1. We’'re all really busy. | have come across a good number of organisations where they
have gathered a big pile of survey responses and somehow it never quite gets further than
that.

2. No one is really sure what to do or how to go about it (there is an Emperor’s New
Clothes syndrome, where everyone seems to think all the other organisations have a
answer that they don'’t)

3. People are not really convinced about how doing all this work will help.

So to deal with these points in turn:

1. Yes, without a computerised admissions system to force a data capture and compile

the results, there are a series of hurdles to overcome. These two resources will help break
each hurdle down.

2. There is no magic answer. It’s just a step—by-step process (and no you are not alone in
not getting round to it!)

3. This is the really important bit — you will do this if it matters enough to you and the whole
organisation.

So, why should | bother to do visitor research?

‘Because it will make all the other things you have to do easier. Market research assists
us to manage our organisation more effectively. It can give us information we need to
meet the requirements of our funding partners, and help us develop an effective exhibition
schedule, make fruitful approaches to potential sponsors and identify ways to increase
visitors numbers by working smarter—not just harder.’ [insert reference and link direct to
Arts Victoria report]

These things relate to everyone in the organisation, it is not just about how far your visitors
have travelled. It is about what you mean to your visitors, what you excel at, areas where
with just a slightly different approach you could really improve the visitor experience.

Step 1: Working out what you really need to know

Arts organisations with computerised ticketing systems have huge amounts of data about
their audience. They are literally drowning in it. From this perspective anything that is
manually captured just seems like a drop in the ocean, how can non-ticketed organisa-
tions ever hope to gather anything like this amount of data?

Well let’s consider all this data for a moment ...

The picture below attempts to consider what sources of audience/visitor data an organisa-
tion might have. Mailing lists will typically have name and address information for a small
percentage of your total visitors. Computerised ticketing systems will usually have infor-
mation about a far higher percentage of the total visitors and will know how often someone
comes, what sort of events they come to and how far in advance they book.

But the important message here is, see just how much they don‘t know from their ticketing
system.




The diagram below demonstrates that mailing lists and ticketing systems may provide a
fair quantity of information, but it is descriptive i.e. who is currently visiting, and a bit on
behaviour i.e. what they come to, but it tells you nothing about their attitudes and beliefs
i.e. why they come and how they interact with the exhibits / events when they’re there.
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You can concentrate on working out what you really want to know, not what a ticketing
system is thrusting at you. At this point | advise you to sit down on your own for a while
and consider what Heather Maitland calls, ‘your burning issues’.

Write your burning issues here ...

What do you really want to know? What key beliefs about your visitors and their behaviour
have been guiding you for all these years? | use the word beliefs deliberately. Unless you
have actually sought proof to back up your theories, all you have is beliefs.

My note of caution here is that you should not attempt to find out everything in one

go. This is a case where sometimes less can be more. If you are going to place a
questionnaire or some such in front of your visitors, it must not be too long.

The great toilet debate
If you are going to ask visitors for their opinion to help you run the organisation better, you
need to ask meaningful questions. Let me give you an example:

| 22. How clean did you find the toilets? Very Good Good

If | see one more survey asking about toilets | am going to scream!




For all the hard work and effort of doing a customer survey, finding out that 75 per cent of
your visitors think your toilets are good or very good just doesn’t make the grade. It's no
wonder that people don’t get around to doing them. Let’s consider what sort of things you
might want to find about your visitors and what they think of you.

OK ... what is important for you? Think about what information you need to make decisions
on how best to spend your organisation’s time and money to develop visitors — revisit your
burning issues to help you develop a list of missing information.

Step 2: What do | know already?

There may be a heap of things which you already know the answers to. Some of this
process is gathering together what you already have and considering it in a new light.
Perhaps just a few key pieces of information will tie up a range of other surveys or city
wide research in a way which will really make a difference to you.

Remember, if it is not important to you — don‘t ask about it, ask something else that does
matter.

Here is a great tool which | have slightly modified [insert link to Arts Victoria publication.].
You might want to substitute some of the questions for your own burning questions or add
them on.

Information |Have done Could make an |Don’t know | Knowing this will
formal research [informed guess help me ...

Visitors (who):

Age

Gender

Where are
they from?

How many
people did
they bring?

Cultural
background

Behaviour:

How do they
hear about
you?

How far in
advance do
they decide to
come?

How often do
they come?

How long do
they stay?

Do they want
special
activities?




What else do
they do?

Attitudes and beliefs (why):

What do they
hope to get out
of a visit?

How does visit-
ing your venue
actually make
them feel?

Do they learn
anything?

Will they
recommend
visting to
anyone else?

Step 3: Setting yourself up to succeed — getting the rest of the organisation in at the
ground floor

As | have mentioned previously a smart bit of planning before you start slapping together
that questionnaire can transform the whole process. After working out your own burning
issues and considering the information above, the next stage | would suggest, is involving
other people.

Here are some thoughts about why this is important:

* If you involve other people in the process early on, they are much more likely to help you
do it.

* They will have other, different burning issues, which could really add value to the whole
organisation. (remember the quote from the Arts Victoria publication above ... gathering
the right information from visitors could help with securing sponsorship, answer funders
questions and inform exhibition decisions)

* All this honesty (finding out what your audience really think of you) is all very well, but
may produce unpalatable findings. You may find things out that contradict your existing
view of your visitors. There is no point in attempting any of this if you find the need to
suppress unsettling findings. With all the key movers and shakers in on the decisions from
the start, everyone agreed what information you would find out. No one is to blame. You
are setting up a constructive atmosphere.

* If you involve people in working out what the questions are there will be interest in the
findings. You are setting up expectation. (This will also help you get on with it — people will
be hassling you for the results!)

There are three key steps to involving other people in a constructive and helpful way
— Please note; | think there should be a gap of at least a week between each step to give
people time to think and you to collate the responses:

1. Explain the whole idea to them and tell them how you would like to involve them. This
might take the form of a presentation to an existing staff meeting or an email to board
members. Show your own burning issues and explain why they are important to you.

2. Ask for their own burning issues (which should be informed because they have had time




to think about it) and reasons why it would be helpful to know the answer. Explain that
you will not necessarily be including all of them, and some questions will need financial
resources to explore (See following page for possible methods)

At this point | advise you to collate all the burning issues from around the organisation
and be ruthless. Remember less is more. When you have compiled the final list of the
questions you may like to put them into the following table:

Question

Estimated answer

Trigger points —
What will make us
re-think?

Are we a regional
attraction?

Over 50% of our visitors
come from outside our lo-
cal town

If fewer than 40% come
from outside, we need to
seriously consider what we
are aiming for and if this is
achievable.

Are most of our visitors
frequent regular visitors?

More than 80% of our
visitors have been before
within the last 2 years.

If fewer than half have
been before, we need to do
more research to find out
why previous visitors don‘t
come back.

We might need to ask other
similar organisations what
is normal for them.

3. | propose that you create a table like this and ask everyone to fill in their estimated
answers. Then you compile all the answers and circulate them around the organisation,

at this point you may like to fill in the last column. This then gives you something to test
against. You have a hypotheses and you will have people’s attention and interest. They will
naturally be keen to see your results.

Finally create a plan of who you will involve and how you will do this. Here is an example:

Who

Method of involving them

Order of priority and why

Front of House staff

Three presentations at
weekly meeting with front of
house staff

Week 1: introduction to
process

Week 2: gathering their
burning issues.

Week 3: asking them to fill in
their estimates.

Number one priority, very
important they don’t hear
about it from someone else
first or they will feel
excluded.

They are key to making the
survey capture a success.




Step 4: Reviewing the options - What is going to give you the answers you want
(and what can you afford)?

Method

Description and uses

Issues

Visitor’'s book

Completely free form space allows
visitors to write what they like.
Cheap and simple

Potentially very biased group of
people who choose to complete it.
Can be hard to collate meaningful
findings as everyone uses their own
words. You are not asking specific
questions.

Visitor tally
count

Front of house staff methodically
keep a tally of the number and type
of visitors at different times of daya
and day of the week. (number of
adults, children, school parties etc)

Need to ensure someone is on duty
at all times to make sure survey

is meaningful (even at quiet times

- this is the whole point!)

Can be quick and simple way to
gather base line

information

Simple
comment
cards

A pick-up-and-complete-card with a
few simple questions. Cheap and
simple. Allows specific questions to
be asked.

Again there is the problem of self-
selected group of people who bother
to fill these in. Should be easier to
compile results as you specified the
questions. It may take a long time to
gather a usable sample.

Self-
completion
question-
naires
available in
the foyer

As above only longer, so more
opportunity to ask questions

As above but the length of the
questionnaire will deter some people
from bothering.

Self-
completion
questionnaire
for course
attendees etc

Ask all visitors attending a course
to complete a questionnaire. There
is a good chance that most will
complete it.

You have a high response rate from
a very specific group of people. It is
important that you do not take this
as representative of your visitors as
a whole

Face-to-face
question-
naires as
visitors leave
(managed in
house)

A team of staff arrange to stop a
random sample of visitors as they
leave and go through a question-
naire with them.

Because a random sample is
gathered, it is much more
representative of your visitors as a
whole. You need to keep the survey
fairly short so they do not lose
interest. The resoure How to String
the Pearls Together [link to re-
source] considers this method in
detail.




In house
managed
focus groups

You gather the details (phone
number etc) of a range of visitors
and then invite them to came to a
small gathering where a facilitator
puts a number of in-depth ques-
tions to them and explores their
answers. You can explore a small
number of key questions in great
detail and get to the bottom of rea-
sons.

Gathering the visitor’s details (with
their agreement) can be tricky (you
may want to have a wide

selection of visitors, not just your
regular attenders). Selecting a
meaningful group of people to invite
to the focus group can be

difficult. Facilitating the group
requires some skill and practice.
The sessions are typically recorded
and this needs to be written up and
made sense of.

Visitor
observation
managed in
house

Arrange for front of house staff (or
similar) to monitor particular
visitor’'s movement around the
building or particular exhibition
space. This can be really helpful
in working out how your signage
works, how people explore spaces
etc.

| advise you to put up a notice in
the foyer warning visitors that some
observation is taking place. Need

to train staff and then create a tally
sheet so that results can be collated
simply. This explores actual behav-
iour, rather than personal details.

Self-
completion
survey widely
distributed
(via local
newspaper
for example)

Can be the best way of finding out
the thoughts of non attenders

Can be expensive. a self-selecting
sample are responding, which may
not be representative. You may have
a lot of responses to collate.

Externally
managed
large-scale
visitor
question-
naires

Write a brief and select a research
company to it all for you. Sample
sizes can be bigger so you can
create groupings

Expensive. You need to be really
clear about what you want to find
out and why.

Externally
managed
large-scale
focus groups

really tricky questions can be
explored by neautral third-party
experts. You may be able to
research many specific groups of
visitors. [Link to Commissioning
Market Research report]

Really expensive. Are you ready for
the findings?

To conclude this section — | would suggest that running a small short research project of
face to face questionnaires as visitors leave, managed in-house is a very good way to start
for the following reasons:

* It will keep the costs down

* It is easy for all interested parties to understand
* Doing a face-to-face questionnaire will really help to give you a meaningful random
sample. So that you get the feelings of a wide range of visitors, not just those who like
filling in questionnaires.




* You can get some answers within a reasonably short time period and therefore see some
results for all your work.

* You can ask a series of questions which will cover a range of Descriptive, Behavioural
and Attitudinal topics which should be of interest to most people

 Often once you start finding out about your visitors, one answer raises a whole set of new
more subtle questions — but you need to start somewhere. Once senior staff have started
to get excited about what they can find out, it might be possible to get a small budget for
further more detailed probing.

* This is something that can be easily repeated each year, with some questions the same
plus a few different ones. This will enable you to spot trends or changes over time.

Where to go next?

If you want start your own research project, please clickthrough to the next resource on
How to string pearls together which will take you through the next stages of how to actually
go about doing this. [insert link]

If you want to commission an external agency or consultant to undertake the research for
you, click through to our resource on Commissioning Market Research. [insert link]

Or if you would like to know more about observational research, please click through to the
Lateral Thinkers website for ideas and case studies [insert link].




