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Understanding Audiences 

Skills development and mentoring programme for museums

Factsheet 7 – Evaluation tools: Observation and tracking
This method is used to evaluate exhibitions. It can be done formally or less formally. It provides quantitative data, for example: observation and counting can show how many people visit an exhibition in an hour; and tracking (or following) particular groups of visitors can show how long they spend there and which are the most popular parts of the exhibition. It can also tell you about visitor circulation and orientation and show you how people are using interactive exhibits. The route taken and time spent can be recorded on a plan of the exhibition. Visitors can also be counted in different parts of the museum at regular intervals and the results shown on a museum plan to indicate ‘hotspots’ – the most popular parts of the museum. However, these methods cannot tell us the reasons for this behaviour. 

It is also possible to record or video visitors in an exhibition, but this should always be done with their permission. In this way a record of what they say can also be obtained and analysed later. It is important to have clear criteria for what is being observed/measured, but you should always be prepared for unexpected behaviour which should also be recorded. This method can be used alongside some of the others to provide a more complete picture of the visitor experience. It can be a good starting point for further evaluation, eg. it can help you to identify questions to ask using a different evaluation method. It is important to have a clear checklist of what to observe and record. 

It is also possible to do an ‘accompanied visit’ where you join a visitor or group of visitors during their visit (with their permission) and observe (without influencing) their decisions, difficulties and positive reactions. If visitors are alone they are asked to think aloud. Notes can be made during the visit and the route recorded on a plan. It is also possible to record the conversation. Afterwards a short interview is conducted with the visitor to collect some basic demographic information. 

The results can be analysed either manually or using a computer, depending on how systematically the information has been gathered. The data can be presented either quantitatively or qualitatively, depending on how it was gathered.

Advantages

Valuable opportunity to see what really happens in exhibitions, eg. route taken, length of time spent, comments made, popular exhibits

Opportunity to record non-verbal behaviour

No particular skill required to carry out (once the observation checklist has been drawn up) but more skills are required for assessing learning and analysing data

Good for staff training (to understand the real visitor experience)

Disadvantages

Time-consuming to undertake and analyse

Difficult to be inconspicuous – may make visitors uncomfortable

Information can be misinterpreted eg. you don’t know why someone has done something

Cannot find out whether learning is taking place or not unless follow-up questions are asked
( Alison James 2007
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