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  Introduction:

  Observational Research

  versus the Other Researches


  It all started at the Hirschhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C. It’s a round building: the galleries are circular, and when one gets off the escalator at any floor, you can turn right or left. But which? This was intriguing, and when I asked a guard which way most people turned, he didn’t know. I myself turned right, counterclockwise, but for six years I wondered what other people did. And I was surprised that a round museum hadn’t addressed this dilemma and discussed the implications with all relevant staff. I came to realize that museums have little time for such observations and that I did. Amazingly, an observer of visitors’ behavior could uncover all sorts of preferences and rituals, and you didn’t have to look long. The other types of research didn’t begin to probe what visitors really do, and staffs don’t spend precious meeting time on speculation.


  In addition to turning right, visitors also hold hands, fidget, chat up the guards, and take funny photos, behaving in many revealing ways that beg for more research to be conducted. Observational research is easy and inexpensive and leads to insights so significant that insight-driven marketing has quickly ascended in popularity among marketers and is unmatched by surveys and focus groups. This emergent method of consumer research has innumerable virtues and simple methods. In the next chapters, you’ll be exposed to visitor behaviors, their implications, some discussion guides and optional drill-down research that any museum, of any size or budget, can utilize.


  INSIGHT-DRIVEN MARKETING


  With observational research, visitor studies professionals can mine more actionable information on how to retain visitors, attract more like them, and convert all of them into repeat purchasers, members, and loyal supporters. The key term is “actionable information” because an essential adjunct to observation is follow-up discussion. Anyone in your museum can—and should—take thirty minutes to observe visitors in every location within your domain; everyone should gather for sixty minutes to discuss the ramifications. It’s the combined observing plus discussion that provides the insights that, for marketers in particular and everyone with a stake in the museum in general, are so golden.


  Focus groups, surveys, and one-on-one interviews supply basic information on audiences and help hone and improve a museum’s offerings. Observational research provides much deeper, richer knowledge by evaluating not only what visitors say but also what they do in the actual environment of the museum. Observational research studies your ideal consumers—the customers you already have—as they interact inside, spontaneously, with your institution. When you see how visitors behave inside your walls, along your paths, at all your museum’s touchpoints, it’s easy to understand how they might become more engaged, more satisfied, and more committed to your brand. To watch your visitors, to really observe how they act, is to gain a deeper understanding into their pleasures and needs and how your museum can uniquely fulfill them. Observational research uncovers a treasure trove of subtle human attitudes that abundantly supplement the psychographics gleaned from other forms of research. We’ve already learned from surveys about lifestyles: travels taken, magazines on the nightstand, who skis, and who goes to theme parks. We’ve learned about people’s motivations outside the museum. Observational research shows us what they do inside with their preferences and predilections. Most significantly, we discover human natures we never imagined.


  Observational research refers to studies made in the actual environment of the people being researched. It has usually meant their homes or workplaces, but the terminology also applies to any environment where targeted activities take place, such as a museum. If you want to learn how your visitors act and react, you set up observations in the museum. One of the hallmarks of observational research is that anyone can do it, everyone can discuss the implications of it, and it never requires the high cost of a professional researcher.


  ERENDIPITOUS OBSERVATIONS


  Observational research is often counterintuitive and therefore provocative. For example, who would have guessed that audiences are happy waiting in lines and that this phenomenon can be turned to good advantage? Looking for answers, you may stumble into more questions. Unlike front-end evaluations, which are useful in projecting outcomes and deservedly popular with exhibition planners and budget minders alike, observational research is directional. You can’t use it to estimate the popularity of an exhibition or the effectiveness of a specific exhibit, but you can reliably count on it to load you with insights you can act on. In fact, it may protect you from making bad mistakes based on traditionally good assumptions. As a senior staffer from a West Coast natural history museum said, we tend to ask the questions we already know the answers to. The people being observed don’t wait for your questions. The director of a Midwest science museum, a veteran of many focus groups, adds that there’s a difference between what moderators ask and what really concerns focus group participants. When you see how people behave, you’ll know exactly what concerns them.


  British museums already use observational research to deconstruct the anatomy of the museum experience. According to Sylvia Matiko, speaking at the American Association of Museums National Conference in a 2008 panel presentation, “Quantifying Fun,” one museum watched children walk tentatively into a barn, pet the animals, giggle with their friends, pose in silly positions, and then relax and talk about the experience in the restaurant. This observational research found that the sequence of behavior eloquently described the learning journey, certainly better than interviewing the child or surveying the parents.


  IN SUPPORT OF FRESH IDEAS


  The range of observational research is limitless. The more you look, the more you see. And the endlessly original actions of human beings spur creativity in the observers. Observational research supports new thinking from every stakeholder in the museum universe: curators, collections management, exhibition design, operations, education, promotion, finance, complementary programming, trustees, marketing, Web design, funders, sponsors, chief executive officers (CEOs), directors, human resources, and all internal decision makers. Brave new ideas don’t have to frighten the bosses. Even at the conceptual stage, before naysayers start throwing up obstacles, the eyes confirm what the mind has only begun to imagine. That’s why observational research is such a strong ally when it comes to proposing and justifying new ideas.


  New ideas should emanate from every staffer, and they will if the ideators can back them with some research. Curators create highly original exhibitions all the time and then have to justify them to administrators. The education department develops interpretive and cooperative programs and then must defend the extra budget. One of the matchless values of observational research is the supporting evidence it gives to untried ideas and not only from the expected quarters. New ideas are everybody’s business; it’s this multidiscipline approach that creates a robust museum. Observational research is a staunch defender when staffers defend their ideas to directors and directors then face the questions and skepticism of trustees and funders. Trustees are pushing museums to know more about the market, says Heather Calvin from the Museum of Science in Boston, so as to better match investment with return. Observational research deepens the acquaintanceship with the market.


  SURVEYING NON–SURVEY TAKERS


  Observational research provides important information that visitor studies cannot. Visitor studies surveys get information from people willing to complete the survey. But what about people who spend most of the visit taking photographs of the stunning architecture? Or people who cross your threshold but never really engage enough to complete a questionnaire? Observational research also offers hints of what’s going on in the minds of people who didn’t plan the trip, might not plan to return, and might not think of becoming a member. Yet if these people have, however casually, entered your venue, they’re prospects and worth knowing better. Observational research forces you to heed the people who walk into a museum store, look around, but don’t buy. It compels you to analyze the actions of visitors on guided tours—and this is painful—who look bored. These visitors have come to purchase, either merchandise or learning, and may claim to be satisfied, but if they don’t appear joyful, they’re unlikely to become loyal. Observational research introduces you to the people who don’t pick up the survey form and stubby pencil, the people who respect you enough to pass through but don’t love you enough to become a member.


  MIND MAPPING AND IDEA GENERATION



  As for the emerging interest in mind mapping, new ideas will always define the best museums, and here observational research really has no equal. Ideas, in the history of man, have always come from adaptation and borrowing, from observing what works and what falters. Sparks fly and insights develop when people look around and let the neural networks open up to traffic. Conjecture and that most wonderful of phrases, “what if?,” occur when human beings put aside routine tasks and embrace the unexpected. Surveys too often ask the same old questions, resulting in the same old ideas. How often do you need to know where people heard about your museum? How insightful is it to learn that a visitor’s satisfaction ranged somewhere between “extremely” and “not very”? Focus groups, as everyone knows, can turn sour if one participant intimidates the others or if everyone falls into groupthink. Even in ideal groups, where the facilitator keeps everyone on task, most of the discussion will evolve along predetermined lines of inquiry, with little time for the “eureka” moment. Observational research will always uncover gold. New ideas emerge painfully, and it is never easy to break from the tried and true, but what will assuage the busy museum professional is how stress free it is to indulge in observational research.


  One of the first museum lessons, of course, is that museums are for the many, not only the elite. Everybody knows you can’t simply set out the display case and watch the crowds form. What everybody doesn’t know is the importance of watching those crowds. Watch the people who crowd the doors fifteen minutes before they open because that’s when the public transportation delivered them. Observe the people in the lobby lines who smile. Scan the restaurant and see who is eating with whom. Watch the interactions between visitors. There are many stories that you might not be familiar with but that can be learned through their actions.


  CEOS MIGHT NOT LIKE OBSERVATIONS, BUT THEY SHOULD


  Observational research will strike an off note with many museum administrators accustomed to designing and/or approving only research that has a stated purpose. As Victor Rabinovitz, CEO of Canadian Museum of Civilization, Gatineau, Quebec, says, visitor studies customarily declare desired outcomes using established metrics. So what to do about observational research, which indulges open-ended looking and speculation? While it’s true that observational research requires an open mind on the part of its observers and unfettered creativity from those who gather to mind map and evaluate the implications of it, observational research does have goals, desired outcomes, target audiences, and measurements. The goal: deeper customer knowledge and retention. The desired outcome: actionable insights. The target audience: the customer you already have. The metrics: how many new ideas did we get today? Like all museum research, the measurements aren’t always what CEOs hope for, and the implications are not always followed up on immediately. But the data are collectible and actionable.


  If you are a conscientious museum marketer, with the budget and the time for front-end, formative, summative, and remedial research, don’t dismiss these acknowledged methods. Insight-driven marketing can only sharpen their findings. As consultant Alan Friedman exhorts his clients, put your conclusions out on the floor and see how real visitors use them—to which I add the necessary corollary: put yourself out on the floor.


  BRANDING YOUR MUSEUM FOR SUSTAINABILITY AND GROWTH


  On the floor is where you’ll find members in the making. It’s one thing to advertise and promote and attract visitors. It’s another thing to convert these customers into repeat purchasers, the loyal supporters who engage with everything you offer. Watch the people who are already inclined to support you—the visitors who stop a few minutes longer at an exhibit, relax at the café, or ask questions of the docent. Observe who smiles a lot, who acts animated, who gushes about a store purchase. These are the people who will return, spread the word, and write a check. In noticing what sparks visitor interest, you’ll be identifying new ways to bolster your brand distinctiveness in the leisure marketplace.


  Above all, observational research aids retention: learning what our visitors really like about their experience with our museum so that we can make them ever more loyal to us. The desired outcome: sustaining your museum brand. In every chapter of this book, observational research is put in the service of your core values. All observations, all implications, all suggestions lead inexorably to strengthening your mission.


  REAL PEOPLE, SENSITIVE ISSUES


  Observational research, observing how people really behave inside your museum, throws a spotlight on visitors in the real situation, not in focus group conference room, on the telephone days later, or at their computer in the middle of the night. Observational research reveals information you’d never glean in a visitor survey and would never even ask. You’d never ask a visitor if he uses a cane or is unsteady on her feet. You couldn’t ask a five-year-old child what he sees when he walks through a museum holding grandpa’s hand. A respondent would have trouble remembering which store item she reached for first or studied longest. Yet answers to these questions open up some different thinking on your market and direct everything from the number of benches you provide to the height of your labels to the style of store furnishings.


  Observational research trumps other forms of research when you need to know more than your market’s cultural choices and demographics. You might learn from a written questionnaire that current customers also enjoy the symphony and graduated from college; observational research will tell you how they respond to docent tours and how many men actually do come to visit.


  Written surveys are starting to ask more behavioral questions, like who accompanies the visitor on museum trips, but only observational research snapshots how these companions actually interact with each other. Who would have guessed that many visitors hold hands as they wander through the exhibits? And here’s a new opportunity: all those people—friends and relatives—who accompany the respondent. “Listening” to the opinions of not only the decision maker of the day’s expedition but also the others accesses a very important target: hard-to-get prospects that are now actually inside the door. Supplied with these insights, a museum can assess and plan everything from the height of labels to floor layout to mailing ZIP codes.


  SMALL MUSEUM OR LARGE, ANY SIZE CAN PLAY


  Observational research gives any museum, of any size, genre, or structure, a wider view of operations because you have to get out of your office and move around. Small museums, whose staffs wear many hats, benefit mightily from sharing the visitor studies responsibility. You can assign any staffer to take off thirty minutes, whenever that time is available, to simply observe. When the staff is only two or three people, for whom blue-sky meetings are a luxury, watching visitors substitutes nicely. And since the goal here is insights, not specific solutions, you can even conduct observations in another, larger museum. The best news of all for small museums is that observational research is free and doesn’t require a bevy of experts to analyze it.


  For larger museums, observations open the doors between departments. Multidepartment museums have discovered that the squares and circles on the organization chart can no longer be siloed, that curatorial and development and collections and visitor services must, instead, correlate their activities for maximum impact and economy. The departments must talk to each other to understand their shared purpose. Many visitor behaviors observed in one area of the museum have relevance for another, and the thinking of many helps fine-tune the tasks of those most responsible. For example, the same phenomenon of hand-holding pertains not only in the galleries but in the store as well. Thirty-inch-tall children have implications for wall labels as well as marketing brochures. The numerical strength of the Frail and Hardy will echo in the development department, volunteer office, and marketing lists.


  Most museums already act interdepartmentally. The museum store, for example, selects its merchandise to reflect the current exhibition and ideally starts the buying process at about the same time that the curators start to plan a show. The education department develops special programs to augment membership. Volunteers answer—or at least pass along to the right curator or membership director—questions ranging from the price of a membership to the furniture style in a restored parlor. Holistic thinking really flourishes when you observe the visitor in all of his or her behaviors.


  Corporate marketers, not so long ago, added observational research to their box of research tools not only to satisfy customers but also to engage them in making the product better. Watching how women move around the kitchen helps kitchen companies design user-friendlier appliances and easier-to-study package instructions. Watching TV viewers handle the remote control led to the concept of Wii. Observing which backseat passengers buckled their seat belts dictated automobile design. At Ace Hardware, a front-of-the-store employee is trained to observe body language. He determines which customers like to browse alone, which want help fast, and which have a major project on their minds. He then messages those findings to sales assistants in the aisles so that the appropriate customers are left alone and the others met with a knowledgeable staffer. All these case studies have relevance for museums, and all began with observation.


  LISTENING TO YOUR AUDIENCE


  As museums evolve the concept of storytelling, observational research will play a role. Think of the original storytellers, who were not only entertaining but respected and loved as well. They endured because, in addition to informing and teaching, they listened and responded. It’s the difference between their being satisfactory and their being loved. So when staffers observe how visitors take in their many stories—the design of an exhibition, a guided tour, or the layout of the café—they more correctly understand how to sustain their brand beyond satisfaction, all the way to love and trust. A current master storyteller, actor and author Steve Martin, conducted his own version of observational research. In his book Born Standing Up, he tells how he studied audiences in comedy clubs for the way they reacted to his bits. He created a new type of audience-centric comedy that scholars have praised for the past thirty years. He went on to act and write with much-lauded sensitivity; yes, he knew how to deliver a line and turn a phrase, but he knew more than most what audiences wanted. The fact that Martin is also an accomplished art collector adds frosting to the cake of diligent observing.


  Insight-driven marketing helps retain the loyalty of visitors and other constituents and forcefully promotes the hard-earned distinctiveness of your institution. Observational research, engaged in regularly, will provide those insights. The examples in this book are exemplary, but only that. The methodology underpinning them gives you the tools to find your own, and they are limitless. Enjoy the view.
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  Methodology


  The observational research described in this book differs in complexity from the traditional discipline, which can involve many stages and steps. Traditional ethnographic research, which began as a study of societies, is a thorough system of observations over a long period of time that are carefully documented, hypothesized, sometimes quantified and always analyzed, but not usually subjected to “what-ifs.” Museum market researchers can’t afford the time and cost of this intensive research and will want to advance quickly to the discussion of what-ifs and experimenting with new ideas. The goal of observational research for museum marketers is not mere study but also ideas and action.


  The first step in observational research is a stated purpose. All good research for marketing starts by asking, “Why are we doing this?” For museums, the purpose is to gain insights into the visitor/consumer that will help the institution retain its loyal constituency and grow. There might be a more proximate reason, such a grant proposal, budget allocation, acquisition, exhibition design, fund-raising campaign, or training program, but ultimately the goal is brand sustainability.


  Next, you need an agreement on terms. It must be accepted that this research is not quantifiable, nor does it substitute for information usually gleaned from written or verbal responses. Everyone involved in the project—and that should include administrators as well as the staffers who conduct the research and analyze it—must accept its methodology and limitations.


  START BY SIMPLY LOOKING


  The research described in this book starts with sitting or standing in a public area of the museum to unobtrusively observe what happens. That includes watching anybody who enters the front door, following (eyes only) individuals as they proceed through the lobby, galleries, and other spaces. It also includes watching a given space, such as the information desk or a store shelf, to see how visitors act in its vicinity. Notes can be taken, if necessary, although discretion recommends storing all observations mentally and writing them down later. At no time should a person “under observation” be approached verbally; at that point, the research would be not observational but rather a one-on-one interview, useful for clarification or designing future research but disastrous for authentic behavior study. In addition, any obtrusiveness requires that you ask the individual’s permission first.


  BELIEVE WHAT YOU SEE


  Observation should be totally open minded. The goal is to see what there is to be seen. Observers can and should conduct corroborative observations in different circumstances at different times to bolster first impressions and also to disprove them, but you must be prepared to believe in what you see.


  The time allotted for observing depends on the size of the observation area and the patience of the observer. Exciting findings have been realized after watching a gallery for five minutes. Usually it takes less than thirty minutes to find patterns of behavior that surprise. Most watchers can verify their initial reactions in forty-five minutes. That is, in the first few minutes you’ll see a behavior that surprises you, such as visitors reaching the end of a long line and actually smiling and thanking the ticket taker. The watcher will continue watching to see if this behavior is repeated. It usually takes no more than half an hour to convince the observer that, indeed, most people hold no grudges for long lines. In no instance should an observation last longer than an hour. Any observation striking enough to cause a ripple in the observer’s mind will have occurred by then, and, besides, the observer will be tired. One of the hallmarks of observational research for museum marketers is that the studies can be usefully accomplished in no more than an hour at a time.


  VARIABLES


  For actionable marketing intelligence, methodological integrity demands that observers double-check their observations, preferably under different variables, such as time of day, day of week, seasonality, and current exhibition(s). Professional marketers talk about “drill-down,” probing deeper into any issue not immediately clear. A museum may want to quantify the information, especially if it’s to be used for grant proposals or budget requests. Surprising or counterintuitive findings may need the clarification that focus groups provide. Sometimes an observation will quickly blossom into multiple observations, raising the quantity of questions that only large-scale surveys or intensive individual interviews can answer. Observational research was never intended to stand alone.


  THINKING WEIRD


  The most important phase of the methodology is the postresearch discussion, analysis, and evaluation. Whether there are resources for costly multidimensional research or just thirty minutes of staff time at the Monday morning meeting, the value of observational research comes from the discussions it generates and the implications it suggests. The analysis/discussion phase includes brainstorming and hypothesizing about the findings, drawing firstdraft conclusions, and projecting rational outcomes.


  Wondering “what if” and speculating on “what could be” is not for everyone. Accountants tend to be poor daydreamers. Conversely, exhibition designers overflow with creative blue-skying. Many staffers think best inside the box, and many others, though inclined to leap outside the box, have been warned to justify before they jump. Observational research requires that everybody put on jumping shoes and leap into unknown territory. Weird ideas must become the province of everybody, not only the “creative types,”because in the museum, many of the new thinking will affect quotidian topics like seating in the lobby or employees in the cafeteria. All new product successes, especially the ones beloved by comptrollers and shareholders, seemed bizarre at one point. Selling coffee in bookstores is one that comes quickly to mind, and this strange idea became mainstream very quickly. Thinking weird is not difficult, but forcing unusual ideas from the brain to the lips and saying it to a group of peers takes skills that not everyone has. Some museums hire facilitators for a few hours to do just that: to inspire and motivate and coax out the gold that lurks inside all human minds. The reason for the cliché of “no bad ideas” is that everyone has original ideas all the time, and there’s no way to predict which will turn out the best.


  The twentieth-century suggestion box was a managerial philosophy that still works. The twenty-first-century buzzword “scenario” also should be brought out into the open more often. Asking colleagues to imagine different scenarios encourages more than fresh ideas: it sends the message that there are always multiple ways to run a museum and demonstrates the validity in all of them.


  DOCUMENTATION


  The final or next-to-final stage in the observational research process is a written document. For many museums, the insights gained will be fascinating, even transformational, but not immediately executable. However, they must be documented and circulated. Even the shortest period of observation, even one-off observations, can lead to new ideas. This exercise in open-minded thinking alone justifies the effort. Documenting your observations comes in handy later if you want to dig deeper into the people and situations you’ve observed. It’s called drilling down, and it gained credence when researchers discovered how much information lay beneath the streams of data collected digitally. Actually, you have drilled beneath the surface already, thanks to your observations and group discussions. But if you have questions that need clarifying or just a lot of curiosity, you can follow up with focus groups, questionnaires, surveys, one-on-one interviews, or online probes. And you can do all these things relatively inexpensively.


  DRILL-DOWN METHODS


  Lucky for museums, you have focus group participants coming through your door every day and databases of people who have already demonstrated their interest. Since all the drill-down methods require museum-focused participants, recruit on the spot. You can leave sign-up cards at the information desk, museum store, café or restaurant, kiosks, rest stations, or exhibition areas, where appropriate. You can place electronic sign-up cards on laptops at secure places throughout the museum. Ask docents or guides, again where appropriate and not contrary to education procedures, to solicit participants. Publicize in your newsletters that special interest groups will be assembled to discuss ongoing activities at the museum; this, like all research, has the added value of awareness and newsworthiness.


  FOCUS GROUPS


  Focus groups are popular because they tackle one issue at a time and get likeminded people together to stimulate and compare ideas. They don’t provide answers or give quantitative data, but they do corroborate intuitions and propose valid new directions. The moderator can be from within or outside the museum but should speak of the museum in the third person and state his or her neutrality at the outset. If you record or film the session, you must notify the respondents at the beginning, and if they are uncomfortable, pay them anyway (if you have agreed to the standard fee in your area) and send them home. If any respondent gets feisty or dominates the group unduly, you may want to dismiss him or her with pay. The agenda of a focus group breaks down into four areas: 1) introduce your topic and ask everyone for his or her first name plus any information they want to provide; every newly assembled group, whether it’s a European walking tour or a professional workshop, does this; 2) discuss museums in general just to make sure that everyone is on the same page; 3) ask specific questions about the topic of focus; and 4) probe the answers of individual responses. The introductions and general comments warm the group up. The next questions get to the heart of the inquiry.


  Be prepared to pay anything from $10 to $100 or an in-kind gift such as a book or packet of passes. If you’re recruiting women who work outside the home and have stricter schedules, you’ll pay on the higher side. Professional people or narrow categories like maritime historians will cost more because the pool is smaller. It’s very hard to recruit chefs and actors because they work nontraditional hours. The most productive sessions last one and a half to two hours—long enough to elicit a range of ideas and probe them but not so long as to disintegrate into tedium.


  Focus group moderators introduce themselves as neutral parties and stay that way. Ideally, they are outside professionals, not museum staffers. Most moderators begin the session by saying, “I am here to listen to your thoughts, whatever they are. My feelings will not be hurt by anything you say, so please speak frankly. All your comments will be kept confidential. I do not work for the client; I have been hired by the client to hear what you have to say.” However, it’s acceptable to use your own personnel if they present themselves as totally objective.


  Provide water (at the very least), soft drinks, and coffee. Snacks are optional, depending on the time of day. If you do provide food, have everyone eat before the discussion starts so that they can talk easily. Focus groups cost money, and you don’t want to waste time. Professionally moderated groups are recorded so that the moderator can listen carefully without having to take notes. Customarily, no one else is in the room, and many facilities have oneway-glass facilities so that others can view and listen to the proceedings. If you conduct sessions in-house and want one or two administrators to sit in, keep them far in the background and do not allow them to talk or ask questions. After fifteen minutes, the moderator can step outside and check to make sure the conversation is headed the right direction. After an hour or so, he or she can step outside again to see if there are further issues to explore.


  When the session is finished, thank the participants sincerely and ask if they have any questions. This is polite and politic; they must not feel exploited, and they have a right to fully understand how their comments will be used. Assure them again that this information stays within the museum. Realize that they are either current or prospective visitors and explain how important they are to the museum’s service to the public. Don’t forget to obtain their written consent or to hand out their fee.


  ONE-ON-ONE INTERVIEWS


  A variant of the focus group is the one-on-one interview. This can be conducted like a mall intercept by stopping a likely target and asking if you can take fifteen to thirty minutes of his or her time to ask a few questions. The rule here is ironclad: be polite, apologize for intruding, back off immediately if there is any hint of resistance, disclose the reasons for the interview and exactly how their responses will be used, state the length of the interview and stick to it, and get written consent.


  SURVEYS


  You can distribute written surveys at various points in the museum, depending on your size, interior design, and staff. If you provide a stack of questionnaires at the information desk, decide whether to have staff hand them out personally, put up a “please take one” sign, or just leave them out. You could distribute them at the museum store checkout, at the restaurant checkout, or at tables throughout the museum. If you have large grounds and rest stations, that might be a good opportunity for visitors to rest and reflect on your questions. For museums with internal transportation, trams, or shuttle buses and the rides are long enough, that might be a good place to distribute short questionnaires or to announce them. Printed programs, available at lectures or performances, are an excellent way to distribute questionnaires, especially if there’s an intermission or early entry; people love to have something to do while waiting. There may even be occasions when your docents or guides can distribute questionnaires, even though you will have little background information on the respondents.


  ONLINE SURVEYS


  Online surveys have the advantage of convenience—for you and the respondent—and spontaneity: they can be completed whenever the online viewer wants. These surveys allow for more questions and open-ended responses; it’s much easier to type answers than to write them. In addition, if you aren’t getting useful information, it’s easy to go back into the site and rephrase the questions. The main disadvantage is scope: you reach many more unqualified respondents than qualified ones, and it wastes time to sort the wheat from the chaff. Online respondents skew differently than the ones contacted in the museum: conventional wisdom says that they are younger, work best late at night, have nothing better to do, are venturesome and forward looking, and are too tech-savvy. They are, by definition, a little harder to identify. They are not, however, extraordinary. The profile of the online user has changed greatly in the past few years and continues to change daily. The main danger with online surveys is the temptation to dumb them down and continue to ask the same superficial questions asked in conventional surveys. Embrace the new technology and use it creatively to unlock motivations and behaviors that may not be disclosed in person. Each method of distribution constitutes a variable that might affect the type of respondent or quality of response, but any will yield additional insights. Just be sure to keep a record of how the questionnaires were distributed and when, including date and time. Record how you assemble any focus group, one-on-one interview, or online survey so that you can explain the results. Research can be very upsetting in that it overturns convenient truths, and it helps to assess the findings in view of the many variables. These variables enrich every piece of information you gather.


  You’ll find suggested “drill-down” research methods at the end of every chapter. They include specific guidelines and questions for a wide range of research techniques: intercept questionnaires, passive surveys, electronic surveys, sales receipts, competitions, empathy sessions, facilitated employee discussions, one-on-one interviews, brainstorming, and a wide variety of focus groups. Whether you choose to drill deeper into visitor insights, these guidelines will shed light on what you’ve already observed. Also, the suggested research can be conducted as stand-alone inquiries. Each drill-down method can be adapted to the size, scope, and immediate goals of your institution, and can be implemented by existing staff at little additional cost.




End of sample
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