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Understanding Audiences 

Skills development and mentoring programme for museums

Factsheet 5 – Evaluation tools: Interviews

Interviews are usually carried out during or at the end of a museum visit, one to one, either in person or by telephone. However, group interviews may also be conducted (see focus groups). Interviews can include questions about personal feelings, understanding and experience. Interviews can also be conducted before a visit; with the before and after responses to the questions compared, to see whether attitudes have changed or new knowledge gained. 

Questions can be open or closed providing either qualitative or quantitative data. The former, however, is much harder to analyse. The interview may be structured or unstructured. In a structured interview the same questions are asked of each respondent. Unstructured interviews allow more flexibility and further clarification if required. If questions have a choice of pre-decided alternatives or categories, provide this information on a card so that people do not have to try and remember all the options before they answer. Interviews can be recorded, with permission, and later transcribed or summarised. An interviewer must be careful not to influence the respondents’ answers. 

Other techniques can be used as part of the interview process, for example, personal meaning mapping where visitors are asked to write down their associations with the subject of the exhibition/museum on a chart before their visit (the subject/question is written in the centre of the chart). They are then asked to explain and expand on their notes and these comments are recorded by the interviewer on the same chart in a different coloured ink. After visiting the exhibition/museum they add to or amend the chart (in a third colour) and another brief interview takes place (with the interviewer using a fourth colour of ink to record on the chart). The resulting chart is then analysed to explore how knowledge, feelings and attitudes have changed. Responses are coded and counted enabling the qualitative data to be quantified. In addition, meaning mapping can be used in front-end evaluation to find out what ideas people have about a subject – in this case there is no need for the follow-up comparative stage. 

Analysis of interview data can be carried out using a computer or manually, depending on the number of interviews undertaken. Always pilot the analysis stage as well as the interview questions to ensure you are getting the information that you need.

Advantages

Good for formative/summative evaluation

Allows for clarification and probing

Questions can be sent out in advance

Can provide a wealth of information

Personal contact/networking opportunity

Privacy for the respondent

Disadvantages

Skills required to conduct an effective interview

Time consuming to carry out and analyse (can use software program)

May not be representative (depends on selection of sample)
( Alison James 2007







