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                              Understanding your Audiences 

Skills development and mentoring programme for museums 

Factsheet 3 - Qualitative and quantitative data

The data which results from all evaluation projects can be categorised as either qualitative or quantitative.

Quantitative data is more objective and general. It provides numbers and facts and statistics. For example, it can tell us how many people visited an exhibition (through counting); how long they spent looking at a particular painting or object on average (through observation); where they came from; how they heard about the exhibition; what they thought of the facilities and provides a broad picture of visitor satisfaction. Quantitative information like this is often obtained from a questionnaire survey. Figures are often given in percentages. The intention with most surveys is that the data should be as representative and reliable as possible. This has more to do with who you ask than how many people you ask, or how long you spend doing the survey. You need to ensure that a range of people respond, eg. not only children, or not just people who like filling in questionnaires. If the sample is well selected it is possible to draw conclusions about the wider population. However, quantitative data does not give us in-depth information about our visitors.

Qualitative data is more personal. It is to do with attitudes and allows us to find out what people think and feel. It may give us a range of different viewpoints (from a comments book) or tell us what visitors feel they learnt from the experience (from interviews). Such methods help us to develop our understanding of the visiting public. Data tends to be narrative or descriptive, using key words or quotes. Qualitative data is very rich but represents only a small sample. 

Quantitative and qualitative data have different advantages and disadvantages. Both are important because they tell us different things. Quantitative data provides hard figures and a useful overview. There is usually a larger, more representative sample and the evaluation is often easier and quicker to carry out. However, the figures are open to misinterpretation, and the data can leave you with more questions than it answers. Qualitative data is based on discussion and the exploration of ideas during the evaluation process, however, this means there are no facts and figures, it can be difficult to generalise and interpret the information acquired, and the sample size is likely to be smaller.

It is a good idea to use more than one method of evaluation in order to develop a more detailed picture, for example, undertaking observation from which questions arise to include in a questionnaire, which in turn might be followed up by in depth interviews. Or asking the range of people involved in a project to provide feedback in different ways, thus ensuring that all perspectives are covered and selecting appropriate evaluation tools for different people, eg. drawings or cartoon strip feedback from children; e-mail or text-messaging from young people, comments slips or taped interviews with older people. Combining different methods is a way of validating qualitative data* and is known as triangulation. It helps you to make connections between different sets of data and to draw conclusions. It is a good idea to combine qualitative and quantitative data, but do not be over-ambitious in the number of evaluation tools you try to use. 

It is important that the objectives of the study are clear at the outset so that the appropriate method, or methods, can be chosen. If the objectives are clearly identified then analysis can be undertaken with reference to them (see Factsheets 1 and 10).

Some of the main evaluation tools available are questionnaires, interviews, focus groups, observation and tracking and collecting comments (see Factsheets 4-8). However, there are many other creative possibilities, including participatory techniques using drama, model-making, post-it notes, sticky dot rating, keeping a diary or scrapbook, etc.
* There are mathematical ways of validating quantitative data which have not been covered.

( Alison James 2007







