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Understanding Audiences 

Skills development and mentoring programme for museums 

Factsheet 2 – Evaluation stages

Evaluation should be built into a project right from the start and integrated in a way which is appropriate to the participants. Collecting basic information about your visitors should be something you do all the time. Baseline evaluation should be undertaken to find out where you are starting from before you can begin evaluating something in particular. You need to know what services are provided, the history of visits to the museum or gallery, the facilities and resources available to support visits, the constraints you are working under and any other relevant background information. In addition to this preliminary data which is required, there are three main types of evaluation: front end, formative and summative. For each stage it is essential to identify a target audience (who may be visitors or non-visitors) so that you can select your sample accordingly.

At the beginning: front-end

Front-end evaluation is carried out before a project begins. It involves finding out what visitors want, know, think or expect, and what their ideas are about something before you start to invest time, money and resources in planning a new project. You can talk to both existing visitors and non-visitors to explore ways of broadening the audience. You should then identify your target audience for the specific project and focus on it. Front-end evaluation is also a way of marketing the museum to visitors. The more people you can talk to in the planning stage, the better the final product will be and the more people will know about it. They will also feel a sense of ownership in the project. Examples include, finding out the best means of communicating with teachers, or discovering what preconceived ideas people have about the theme for an exhibition which is to be developed. 

Underway: formative

Formative evaluation is testing something before it is completely finalised and before large amounts of money have been spent on its design and production. Formative evaluation gives you the opportunity to step back and look at something afresh to ensure that it is as good as you can make it. Examples include testing mock-ups of interactive exhibits to see if they work properly and achieve their learning objectives, sending a draft of a publication to teachers for comments or piloting text panels with a group of visitors. This process can also have the benefit of giving those who are consulted a sense of ownership in the project and of marketing the project in advance. You may choose to consult the same people you contacted at the front-end stage, or a new group.

Afterwards: summative

Summative evaluation consists of questions which are asked after a project is completed. It involves trying to find out at the end of a project whether it met its original objectives, and if not, why not. This is the most common form of evaluation, however, it is often too late to do anything about the problems. The more evaluation that has been undertaken leading up to this stage, the more positive the results of the summative evaluation are likely to be. In order for this to be effective you need to be able to compare your findings to the baseline data carried out before the project began, and also to have clear objectives against which success can be measured. The results can also be used when developing similar projects in the future. Examples include asking pupils what they thought about a workshop they participated in, asking visitors to fill in a questionnaire after their visit or observing what visitors do in an exhibition. 

It is also possible to conduct evaluation some time afterwards to assess the longer term impact of a museum experience, asking people what they remember from an exhibition or workshop, or finding out if their behaviour or attitudes have changed as a result of their visit. 

( Alison James 2007






