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Understanding Audiences 

Skills development and mentoring programme for museums 

Factsheet 9 – Sampling

Why should you select a sample?

You do not need to collect a lot of information from every single visitor, all of the time. It will waste both your time and that of your visitors. For most research a representative sample is sufficient. For example, if you are collecting demographic data about your visitors you should do so over a ‘typical’ period of time, eg. a week or a month in the spring or autumn including weekends and weekdays; mornings and afternoons and holiday time and non-holiday time.

How many people do you need to ask?

Qualitative data involves smaller sample sizes (eg. 10-20 in-depth interviews; 2-4 focus groups). You will find that you don’t need to consult very many people before you start getting the same kind of information.

A smaller sample is more appropriate when the purpose is to gather ideas or identify problems and issues (eg. one focus group of seven children might be enough to give you feedback on a mocked-up website).

You don’t necessarily need to ensure you consult a wide range of people, eg. if your project is focusing on families you only need to talk to families; or alternatively schools, older people or community groups. If this is the case it is OK to consult only people from these audience groups. If you want to get feedback from a wider range of audiences you could hold a focus group with one or two representatives from each target audience group.

Quantitative data involves larger sample sizes (eg. 60 questionnaires or 40 telephone interviews). You need to ask at least 100 people before you start expressing results as percentages otherwise it can be misleading.

A rule of thumb is to aim for 10-20% of your total group (eg. every 5th or 10th visitor to an exhibition, between 1/5 or 1/10 of the teachers who bring a group to a workshop). For example, you may decide to hand a questionnaire out to one visitor an hour, on the hour.

Consulting a greater number of people does not make your results more valid or more representative. What is more important is who you ask – you need to ensure they are representative of the group or audience overall (eg. the same proportion of male/female, different ethnicities, age ranges, urban/rural, etc.). More is not necessarily better - a huge sample will take a long time to analyse and is not likely to give you different information than a smaller representative sample. About 40-60 individuals are required in order to provide a pool large enough for most kinds of quantitative analysis.
( Alison James 2007






