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Abstract Museums often evaluate various aspects of their audiences' 
experiences, be it what they learn from a program or how they react to 
an exhibition. Each museum program or exhibition has its own set of 
goals, which can drive what an evaluator studies and how an evaluation 
evolves. When designing an evaluation, data collection methods are purpo
sefully selected to provide the data needed to measure those goals and 
answer the evaluation questions at hand. This article provides an overview 
of the data collection methods commonly used in museum-related 
evaluations, informed by the work of the Building Informal Science Edu
cation {BISE) project. 

Museums offer a wide range of experiences, from programs to exhibitions, but 

how are these offerings evaluated? What methods should an evaluator use to 

gather the data necessary to improve~ projects, make decisions, and measure 

overall impact? Museum evaluators often use surveys, interviews, and obser

vations to collect data, but evaluators have many more methods at their disposal. 

As part of the National Science Foundation-funded Building Informal 

Science Education (BISE) project, 1 a team of evaluators set out to understand 

how evaluations are carried out in the field of informal education. To do so, 

they looked to informalscience.org, a unique resource for evaluators of infor

mal learning experiences to share their reports. The BISE team analyzed evalu

ation reports that have been voluntarily posted to the website before May 2013. 

Of the over 500 reports that were analyzed, 319 were related to evaluations of 

museum-related projects in science centers, natural history museums, art 
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museums, and history museums. The project team coded all of these reports 

based on key evaluation report features, including data collection methods. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, evaluators posting reports to informalscience.org 

most frequently used surveys, observations, and interviews to conduct their 

evaluations, often in concert with other methods. While these findings are 

not representative of all museum evaluations, the data from these reports 

offer a window into how evaluations are conducted in the field and provide a 

useful framework for considering a variety of effective data collection 

methods across museum programs and exhibitions. 

Data Collection Methods 

The following sections provide a brief description of each data collection 

method in Figure 1, why the method is useful, limitations of the method, and 

an example of how each method was used to support a museum evaluation 

project. More examples can be found on informalscience.org and in the BISE 

database.2 

Whenever data is collected from human subjects, it is important to consider 

the ethical issues involved, such as the kind of consent that might be needed 

from individuals. For more information about ethical issues to consider, see 

"The Ethics of Evaluation in Museums," by Joe E. Heimlich, in this issue of /ME. 

Interview 

Observation 

Survey 

Focus Group 

Artifact Review 

15% 

13% 

Other Methods - 8% 

Journals • 3% 

Recorded Conversations • 3% 

Web Analytics • 3% 

Participation Data • 3% 

60% 

55% 

79% 

Figure 1 Data collection methods cited in museum-related evaluation reports posted on 
informalscience.org before May 2013 (n = 319). 
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Interviews 

Interviews are useful for gaining a detailed understanding of the range of how 

museum experiences are received by different audiences. Interviews allow eva
luators to ask follow-up questions to clarify what someone is saying, deeply 

explore a topic, and ensure that individuals understand each question. Inter
views can happen in person, over the phone, or using video conferencing. 
They can be conducted with one person or a small group of people, such as 
a family group. Interviews require an evaluator to spend time with an individual 

or group discussing each question and probing for clarification of responses 
when necessary. In some cases, the interview might be audio-recorded and 

later transcribed to create an accurate account of what was said. Although it 
can be time-consuming and costly to collect, transcribe, and analyze interview 
data, interviews provide a rich account of someone's experience that is difficult 
to capture through other methods, such as surveys. 

Various types of interviews can be used to collect evaluation data. A struc
tured interview follows a standardized script in which the evaluator follows a 

specific line of questions, ensuring consistency across all of the interviews.3 

Semi-structured interviews are based around a set of questions evaluators 
would like to ask and information they'd like to obtain. Evaluators may not 
strictly adhere to the interview script but jump between questions as needed. 

An unstructured interview does not have a scripted list of questions; instead, 
the interview focuses on general topics that the evaluator is interested in 

exploring.4 Unstructured interviews were used to evaluate the Cell Lab youth 
employment program at the Science Museum of Minnesota.5 The evaluator 
wanted to find out why youth applied to the program, their experience in it, 

the impact the program had on their s;urrent and future plans, and suggestions 
for program improvement. Instead of following an interview protocol, this 

format gave youth the freedom to discuss what they felt was meaningful 

about their own experiences. 

Observations 

Observations provide a rich, holistic view of all that takes place during a 

program or how audiences interact with a museum product. However, to 
capture this data, collection is often time-consuming, as the length of an obser
vation can be based on a visitor's entire time in a given space or program. Eva
luators may also need to remain unobtrusive and not interfere with someone's 
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experience, as the visitor may change their behavior if they know they are being 

watched. 

Like interviews, observations can vary in structure. Structured observations use a 

checklist or protocol that identifies the behaviors to record.6 A specific type of struc

tured observation used in the museum field is timing and tracking. Timing and track

ing is useful for studying visitors' natural movements and interactions through a 

group of exhibits. The evaluator follows individuals through an exhibition, noting 

what exhibits they stop at, how long they stop, and what they do at each exhibit1 

In unstructured observations, the evaluator doesn't have a set protocol. Instead, 

the evaluator takes detailed notes of what he or she observes (e.g. characteristics 

of the project setting and individuals' behaviors within it).8 Unstructured observations 

were used to evaluate math exhibits at the Children's Museum of Houston. Evalua

tors kept detailed observational notes about visitors' behaviors, their interactions with 

other visitors, and math-related conversations that visitors engaged in while using the 

exhibits.9 

Surveys 

Just like interviews, surveys can provide insights into what museum audiences 

are learning, thinking, and experiencing. Surveys are useful for collecting data 

from a large number of people rather quickly. An additional advantage of 

technology-based surveys is that the data is entered immediately, saving time 

and money. Surveys are often anonymous, helping individuals feel that they 

can be more honest than they might be in an in-person interview. This is par

ticularly useful when looking for critical feedback about a project. A limitation 

of surveys is that individuals' responses to open-ended questions could be short 

and cursory, and there isn't an opportunity to follow up with them to clarify 

their responses. For this reason, it is important to make sure the survey has 

been piloted with individuals before collecting data to ensure the questions 

make sense and are gathering the data necessary for the evaluation. 

The Science Museum of Minnesota used surveys to evaluate its volunteer 

program.10 A standardized survey was used to gather feedback on volunteers' 

experiences in the museum and suggestions to improve the volunteer 

program. To make it easy for volunteers to provide feedback (and thereby 

increase the response rate), evaluators emailed volunteers a link to the 

survey, had paper copies available at the museum, and, if needed, mailed the 

survey to volunteers. 
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Focus Groups 

Focus groups are evaluator-facilitated discussions that capitalize on the social 
interactions of group members to generate a deep discussion around a topic.n 
Focus groups can be useful for gathering a variety of information, such as 

needs of museum audiences, reactions to new ideas, or experiences with a 

program. Focus groups are typically composed of six to eight individuals who 
share a common experience or characteristic, such as young couples without chil
dren or teachers participating in museum field tripsP The small group size helps 
to ensure that all members have a chance to meaningfully participate in the dis

cussion. Multiple focus groups are then held to look for common themes that 
emerge across the groups.13 Some limitations of focus groups are that they are 

dependent upon the effectiveness of the facilitator to lead the conversation and 
the willingness of individuals to openly share their thoughts in a group setting. 

Evaluators for Eastern State Penitentiary Historic Site conducted five focus 
groups with adult visitors after they participated in a one-hour tour through 

the site.14 Evaluators used the focus groups to understand why visitors came 
to the site, what they enjoyed, what they learned from the experience, and 

what suggestions they had to improve the tour. 

Artifact Review 

Artifacts, or products created as part of a project, can provide important insight 
for an evaluation. Meeting notes, lesson plans, presentations, grant proposals, 
annual reports, and youth-created products are all considered artifacts. Review
ing artifacts can provide context for an evaluation and help triangulate findings. 

A limitation of artifacts is that evaluator~ may not know what artifacts exist for a 
project, the artifacts may be difficult to access, and they may not provide enough 
context to be useful for the evaluation. 

To understand visitors' prior knowledge about the Geometry Playground 
exhibition and inform other data collection methods, evaluators reviewed 

handouts provided to visitors at the museum, signage related to the exhibition, 
and exhibition-related print and social media.15 

journals 

Journals are useful for gathering reflections and behaviors from participants 
over a period of time. Journaling can be done individually or in a shared 
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space, such as a blog, where individuals can comment on each other's posts. A 

limitation of journals is that they produce a lot of data for each individual, 

which can make data analysis time-consuming and complex. 

In the Nanoscale Informal Science Education Network, museum educators 

blogged in response to a series of questions to collectively document and 

reflect on their partnership process with youth-serving organizations.16 The 

evaluator provided questions, or prompts, for the educators to reflect on 
while journaling. 

Other times, evaluators may simply provide general guidelines or sugges

tions on what to note in a journal. The Denver Museum of Nature & Science's 

enactor program was evaluated by having actors record stories from their 

experiences with visitors in the Titanic and Franklin exhibitions.17 

Recording Conversations 

There are times when evaluators want to study the conversations that freely 

happen among people during a program or while using an exhibit. To gather 

this data, the evaluator records conversations by taking notes or using audio 

and/or video recording equipment. Recording conversations provides the 

most detail in capturing the visitors' experiences, conversations, and inter

actions, which is especially useful for studying the social aspects of learning 

in museums. A limitation of working with recorded conversations is the time 

necessary to transcribe and then analyze the conversational data. Reviewing 

recordings separated from the experience can also be tricky, not only 

because they may be hard to decipher due to technology limitations, but 

because they may lack context from which the evaluator can draw clues. 

Evaluators used video recordings to understand small group conversations 

that happened as part of the Nanoscale Informal Science Education Network's 

forum program.18 The data was used to identify what topics were discussed, 

what prompts worked best to stimulate table discussions, and how the 

program could be improved to enhance the discussions. 

Web Analytics 

There are a number of ways to collect data about how audiences interact with a 

project's website. The most unobtrusive and straightforward method is to set 

up web tracking, through a program such as Google Analytics, to collect 

data about the usage of the site. The resulting web metrics can provide 
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insight into how a project's website is used. They show directionality of a 

person's focus and what they interacted with on a site. However, web analytics 

only provide a limited view of a website user's experience. They do not provide 

insight into a user's reasoning for behavior and where the user becomes fru

strated or confused by the website. 

To evaluate the Exploratorium's Ice Stories website, evaluators used Google 

Analytics data to understand how many unique users visited the site, the 

average time spent on the site, the most frequently viewed pages, the average 

number of page views, and the keywords used to search for content on the 

site.19 The evaluators also reviewed metrics from project-related social media 

sites, looking at the number of You Tube video views and the number of fol

lowers on Twitter and Facebook. 

Participation Data 

Program attendance records are useful for measuring individuals' participation 

in project activities and patterns of participation. Participation data can also be 

used with other evaluation data to understand how different levels of partici

pation may impact how the project achieves its outcomes. Much like web ana

lytics, this static, single-point data has limits as to how much may be learned 

about a participant's experience. Participant data is most efficiently used in 

conjunction with other data sources to provide insight for the project. 

Evaluators of the Families Exploring Science Together project tracked indi

vidual and family group attendance across events and workshops to understand 

individual activity participation, as well as sustained participation throughout 

the project.20 

Other Methods 

There are many other methods evaluators can use when conducting museum 

evaluations. Some methods include comment cards, professional critiques, 

drawings, card sorts, and concept maps. Evaluators are also turning to interac

tive data collection methods that are similar to the hands-on activities 

museums may offer. 

During a family event at the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry's 

Salmon Camp program, evaluators placed paper salmon eggs on dining 
tables with the prompt, "What are your wishes and dreams for Salmon 

camp?"21 Individuals answered the question and placed the eggs on a wall 
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that was decorated to look like a river. After the event, evaluators conducted a 

content analysis of the responses. 

Conclusion 

This article is meant to be a brief introduction to data collection methods used 

in evaluations of museum programs and exhibits. Advantages and limitations of 

each method and examples of their use were discussed, but additional consider

ations need to be kept in mind when selecting a data collection method or 

methods. Evaluators should identify what information they need to answer 

their evaluation questions and consider what data collection method, or 

methods, might best capture that information given each method's strengths 

and limitations.22 Sometimes multiple methods are needed to provide a holistic 

view of the program or exhibit being evaluated. It is also important to think 

about how time-consuming, detailed, or complex the process may be to 

gather, enter, and analyze the data for each method. As the time needed to 

obtain, enter, and analyze data goes up, so does the expense of the evaluation. 

Additionally, there may be material expenses to consider, such as incentives for 

evaluation participants or software fees. While interviews, observations, and 

surveys are most often used in museum evaluations, many of the other 

methods described in this article might be more efficient, relevant for your 

study, and even fun for people to participate in. 
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